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      Never let it be said that vampires don’t treat their guests well.

      Since Malcolm, Jerrett, Sol, and I had accompanied King Carrick back to the Penumbra nearly a week ago, I had wanted for nothing.

      Incredible food was served nightly on shining silver and gold platters. The large mahogany wardrobe in the guest room I’d been given was stocked with beautiful dresses made of soft, luxurious fabric. And the room itself was like something out of a fairytale—albeit one of the original Grimm ones, darker and more ominous than the sterilized Disney versions.

      The entire castle was like that, actually. Beautiful, but terrifying at the same time, made of gray stone with turrets and towers rising in jagged spikes toward the sky. Hundreds of vampires lived in the massive castle. The inside was like a maze, and if I had ever actually been allowed to wander the halls by myself, I would’ve gotten lost immediately.

      That was, of course, a big fat if.

      Since we arrived, I’d only left the opulent guest room a few times to attend lavish dinners in the main hall—and only when the king demanded it. Each time, I’d been escorted by all three of the vampire brothers, who closed ranks around me as though they were protecting a precious jewel.

      Anytime we weren’t required to make an appearance, meals were served in my room, making me feel even more like a guest in an extremely fancy, somewhat creepy hotel. My three protectors joined me when they could, though it was less often than I would’ve liked. I’d grown strangely attached to our ‘family dinners’ back at their house in New York, and even though it wasn’t quite the same here, I still relished those little bits of time with them.

      Especially because the rest of the time, I was reduced to my current activity of staring out the window at the wild landscape around the castle like a princess locked in a tower.

      I leaned against the window frame, inhaling the earthy night air. The light blue dress I wore didn’t quite keep the chill at bay, and my skin prickled with goose bumps, my nipples hardening under the soft fabric. Apparently, vampires didn’t believe in underwear. Despite the well-stocked wardrobe in my room, I hadn’t found a single bra or pair of panties anywhere.

      Nice and subtle, guys. I think I get the hint.

      I rolled my eyes, although a thread of unease wormed through my belly. I sincerely doubted the lack of underclothes was a decision the brothers had made. When I’d been a guest in their large house in Manhattan, there’d been plenty of underthings in the dresser drawers, as well as clothes that matched my usual style—tank tops, loose fitting tees, jeans, and leggings.

      Here, there were only dresses.

      The subtle misogyny was annoying, but since the alternative was to walk around nude, I accepted the dresses without complaint.

      The goose bumps faded as I rubbed my hands quickly over my arms, not ready to concede defeat to the cold yet. If I closed up the window, I’d begin to truly feel like a prisoner in this room.

      Outside, moonlight shone on the thick forest that stretched as far as I could see, and an owl hooted in the darkness.

      The Penumbra was a huge swath of land hidden from human eyes deep in the Maine wilderness. Some kind of major spell had been cast over the place to block out sunlight. The days were only slightly brighter than the nights here, and vampires could step outside at any hour and be safe from the burning rays of the sun. It was probably a bit like living in Alaska in the winter. Although the lack of light took some getting used to, it was nice to not be confined indoors by fear of the sun.

      An undignified snort escaped my lips. Nope. Instead, I’m confined indoors by three overprotective, too-sexy-for-my-own-good vampires.

      The journey here had been like a dream. We’d shadow run for hours, swept along with the king and his entourage. I’d been dying to question Malcolm about what was happening, where we were going… and most importantly, why he’d never bothered to mention that he was the son of the vampire king of North America. It wasn’t an accidental omission, I was sure of that. But why hadn’t he wanted me to know? And what else was he keeping from me?

      Aside from our occasional meals together, there had been few opportunities to question Malcolm, or any of the men, since we’d arrived at the vampire court. They’d been kept busy in meetings with the king and his guards, or occasionally hunting deer in the surrounding forests for fresh blood since there were no hospitals to steal blood bags from. And I’d been kept hidden away in this room like a dirty little secret.

      I didn’t know why the brothers wanted to keep me away from the other vampires here, but I was certain that was their aim. Was it because of my fae blood, whatever that meant?

      Were they ashamed of me?

      Worried about me?

      Maybe a little bit of both.

      I sighed, slipping off the window ledge but leaving the shutters open.

      Killing time alone in this room brought back memories of the week I’d spent locked up in my studio apartment after the brothers turned me. There was one important difference, however—this suite had a massive, ornate tub in the bathroom, so wide and deep it was practically a swimming pool. It made my small, leaky bathtub back home look like a joke.

      Baths were an excellent way to pass the time, and as long as I was trapped here, I’d decided I might as well enjoy the few luxuries I was allowed.

      I padded softly to the adjoining bathroom and flung open the shutters on the small window before twisting the knobs on the tub. The water that poured from the spout was warm and smelled lightly of lavender. I wasn’t sure how that was accomplished, but it was amazing.

      My room was on the fourth floor, high enough up that no one could see through the window from the nearby castle grounds, so I slipped off my dress without hesitation and slipped into the enormous tub.

      A small moan of contentment escaped my lips as the warm water enveloped me, the lavender scent filling my heightened senses.

      Hell yeah. This is almost worth becoming a vampire for.

      The absentminded thought soured my stomach, and I frowned.

      No. That wasn’t exactly true. I was still learning what being a vampire meant, but I was positive there was more to it—both good and bad—than great baths.

      The first vampires I ever met were the three who turned me. Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol.

      In the time I’d spent living with them, it had been easy to forget there were hundreds of other vampires in the world—and that not all vampires saw things the way the brothers did. The three hunters had taken a vow to protect humans and supernaturals from magical threats, which was how they’d stumbled upon me in the first place.

      Idly, I traced the network of scars across my skin that’d been left by the shade who attacked me. They were faint, nothing more than thin white lines that could hardly be seen in certain lights, but they served as a reminder of the attack that had nearly killed me.

      They became more visible as the steaming water heated my skin, and I chewed my lip as I examined them. The shade had carved these into my flesh for a reason. What had it been trying to accomplish? What did those women I’d seen in the woods have to do with this?

      I’d mentioned them to Sol just after we arrived at the castle—so much had happened so quickly at the old church, I hadn’t had a chance to tell anyone what I’d seen in the woods.

      His brows had furrowed, his sightless green eyes growing thoughtful, but he hadn’t had any answers for me about who they were.

      Those strange twins weren’t like the shades though, that was for certain. They looked alive, or at least not undead like the shadow creatures. And though the women’s pale faces and small frames had been delicate and fragile-looking, they had radiated power.

      We need to get back to the hunt. Figure out who those weird sisters are and what they want.

      Impatience beat at my chest, and I let out a sigh, sliding deeper into the tub. The water blocked out the sounds around me as my head slipped under the surface. My auburn hair floated above me like a cloud, and I reveled in the moment of peace.

      A few weeks ago, my most pressing desires had been to save up money to one day open my own bakery, and to get the buzzer fixed on my apartment door. Now, I was antsy as hell to resume hunting two strange women and the undead, shadowy creatures they controlled.

      Yup. My life was officially bonkers.

      Along with a slower heart rate, my newly vampiric body could apparently go longer without oxygen. I stayed underwater for over a minute before my lungs began to ache, anxious to inhale.

      But before I rose to the surface, a muffled sound met my ears. Quickly, I popped my head out of the water, blinking the droplets out of my eyelashes and cocking my head.

      The sound came again, louder and clearer this time.

      A knock.

      Tingles and warmth flooded my belly as if I’d just downed several shots of whiskey. I tried to tell myself my excitement was just because a visit from the brothers meant I might be able to get out of this room for a while. But my body and heart knew the truth—the feelings ricocheting through me had nothing to do with leaving this room, and everything to do with the powerful, protective, and dangerous men who had completely hijacked my thoughts since the first night I met them.

      “Coming!” I called loudly.

      I surged out of the tub, shedding water as I hurried to a large wooden shelf on the stone wall. Plush towels covered the shelf—a quiet human girl who never spoke to me replaced them every day—and I grabbed one and wrapped it around my hair.

      A third knock sounded, more forceful this time.

      I swallowed. Oh, no.

      The guys usually didn’t knock this loud. Had something happened? Maybe there had been another shade attack. I was nearly certain the ones we killed at the church weren’t the only ones out there.

      “Coming! I’m coming!”

      Not bothering to towel off completely, I grabbed the blue dress off the floor and shimmied it back on. It clung to my damp skin, but I barely noticed that, my mind already running through disaster scenarios.

      Would we have to leave tonight?

      Shit, would they let me come with them on the hunt again? I’d disobeyed a direct order from Malcolm during the fight at the church, and it was mostly luck that my recklessness hadn’t gotten me killed.

      But they had to let me come. They couldn’t abandon me at the vampire court all by myself. Could they?

      That thought had me racing for the door, as if they might grow tired of waiting and leave without me if I didn’t move fast enough.

      “What is it?” I wrenched the door open. “Did something ha—”

      I broke off.

      A vampire stood on the other side of the door.

      But it wasn’t one of the brothers.
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      “Carrick!” I blurted, then snapped my jaw shut. “King Carrick. I mean, uh… your highness.”

      I had no idea how to address the towering, imposing man, and I had a sudden sinking feeling my life might depend on getting it right.

      But the king smiled broadly, his strong features lifting as his full lips exposed long, sharp canines. “Just Carrick is fine, my dear. I don’t obsess over all those old courtly rituals like some other vampire kings do. My court isn’t as formal as all that, though I do honor and uphold our most important traditions.”

      His voice dropped on the last words. I could sense a threat hanging behind them, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.

      “Oh. All right. Carrick, then.” I gave him a weak smile. “Can I help you? Um, Malcolm isn’t here. He might be in his room.”

      The three brothers had been given rooms near mine. I’d thought Malcolm, at least, might have actual quarters waiting for him in the castle, given that he was the king’s son. But apparently, they’d all been away from the Penumbra for so long that upon their return, they were treated as guests just like I was. Although part of me was relieved to have been given my own space, another part of me was secretly disappointed that I hadn’t had to share a room with the brothers.

      For safety.

      Yeah, for safety. Keep telling yourself that, Willow.

      The king chuckled, wrenching my thoughts away from the other, much less practical reasons I wanted to share a room with the three men.

      “He isn’t. Neither are his friends Sol and Jerrett. But that’s all right, my dear. I wasn’t looking for him. I was looking for you. May I come in?”

      My stomach tightened with nerves. Could he come in?

      Was this one of the myths about vampires that was actually based in truth? That they couldn’t enter a residence without an express invitation? But even if that were the case, would I really be able to keep him out? He technically owned the entire castle. This room wasn’t mine. It was his.

      Deciding not to risk invoking his ire, I stepped back, opening the door wider and gesturing him inside.

      “Of course. Come in.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, suddenly very aware of the way my dress stuck to my damp skin. The fabric had become semi-translucent where it had soaked up water droplets, and my nipples were peaked from the chilly air after the warm bath. I felt awkward and exposed.

      And I couldn’t help but think Carrick’s casual mention that Malcolm and his blood-brothers weren’t in their rooms had been purposeful. He wanted me to know my protectors weren’t nearby. The two of us were well and truly alone.

      The king swept inside my bedroom with a nod and a smile. He wore thick boots, finely tailored pants, and a dark shirt made of expensive-looking fabric. He’d been wearing a cloak the first time I met him, but now the only thing that would’ve distinguished him from a handsome older businessman on the streets of New York was the thin gold crown that encircled his head.

      It was surprisingly understated for a man who seemed to put so much stock in opulence and luxury. But then again, he didn’t need much to designate his status—power and dominance oozed from his pores, spreading out to fill the large guest room until the space seemed to shrink. Unconsciously, I stepped back a few feet, leaning against the closed door.

      “I’m glad to see you’re making yourself at home, Willow.” Carrick strode slowly around the room as he spoke, hands clasped behind his back. “This is your true home, you know. Many vampire clans have settled across North America, and I’m glad to see my people flourishing. But they are always welcome here. All my people are.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured softly, though a twinge of concern tightened my stomach.

      Jesus. Did he expect me to stay here? Would I have to, or would Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol take me with them when they left? They wouldn’t have to stay, would they?

      Carrick continued his measured perusal of my room, poking around like my nosy aunt Elaine used to do every time she came to visit Ohio when I was a teenager. It was just as annoying when the vampire king did it, but I didn’t think I could get away with kicking him out, slamming the door, and blasting Nirvana. Elaine hadn’t reacted well to that at all, and she didn’t have super speed or razor sharp fangs.

      So I just stood against the door, wishing I could grab a sweater or something to pull on over my damp dress.

      Carrick passed by the bathroom door, inhaling the lingering scent of lavender from the still-warm bath. He seemed to savor the scent for a moment before shooting me a glance from beneath his heavy eyelashes. They were the same as Malcolm’s, thick and long. But somehow, the same features that made Malcolm so damn beautiful looked out of place on his father, as though Carrick’s insides were much uglier than his outward appearance.

      “It’s such a shame my son insists on keeping you locked up in this room.” He cocked his head to the side. “You must be going out of your mind with boredom. Vampires are powerful, sensual creatures. We’re not meant to be caged.”

      My skin prickled, my body warning me of danger. Not that I needed the alert. I was plenty aware how dangerous Carrick was.

      “He’s not keeping me locked up. I just needed some time to rest after… after the church and everything. It was a big ordeal.”

      “Of course,” the king agreed smoothly, glancing out the window at the forest beyond the castle walls. “But I do hope when you’re feeling better, you’ll allow me to give you a tour of the castle. I’m quite proud of it. Our grounds and gardens are beautiful as well. And perhaps I’ll even show you the artifact room. I collect ancient magical artifacts and objects; it’s become a passion of mine over the years, and my collection is my pride and joy.”

      “Thank you. That would be lovely,” I murmured, inwardly vowing to make sure that never happened. I didn’t want to spend any more time with Carrick than absolutely necessary. At the few dinners I’d attended in the main hall, I’d felt him watching me intently. I wasn’t sure why he was so interested in me, but his attention made my skin crawl.

      After a moment of silence, Carrick glanced over his shoulder at me from where he stood by the window. “How did you meet my son, Willow?”

      I blinked, startled by the abrupt change of topic. “He… he never told you?”

      A lazy smile curved the king’s lips. “My son and I aren’t as close as we once were. He doesn’t tell me much these days, I’m afraid.”

      My heart rate picked up a little. If Malcolm hadn’t told the king about the circumstances of our meeting, I wasn’t sure I should. There must be a reason he hadn’t said anything, and I trusted Mal much more than I trusted Carrick.

      But I wasn’t sure I should lie. Could I get away with it? Or would he be able to tell?

      “I… was attacked by one of the shades. Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol came to my rescue. They scared the shade away.”

      “Ah. Yes, that sounds familiar. They do love to play hero.”

      Carrick’s heavy brows drew together, as if he couldn’t quite understand why anyone would want to do such a thing. He studied me carefully, and I watched him right back, unable to tear my gaze away.

      He looked so much like Malcolm it was unsettling. They had the same large, imposing build, the same dark hair and rich brown eyes, the same heavy features. But in Malcolm, there was a softness, a kindness behind his eyes that made his hard features even more beautiful.

      Carrick didn’t have that at all.

      There was something about the king, not a cruelty exactly, but an amorality that made my nerves buzz with unease.

      I got the sense he would do what he pleased when he pleased, and unlike Malcolm, he wouldn’t think twice about it.

      The older vampire inclined his head, seeming to delight in being so thoroughly examined by me.

      “You must like to play the hero too, my dear, to join them in their hunt,” he drawled finally.

      “Well, I don’t know about playing hero, but yes. I offered to help them find the shades and free those trapped goblin children. The kids were returned to their families, right?”

      I tried to keep the suspicion out of my tone as I asked, but the king’s face pinched with irritation as he waved a hand.

      “Of course, of course. As I told you they would be.” He moved toward me, his footsteps light as a whisper on the stone floors. “Tell me, my dear, how long have you been a vampire? You carry yourself like a human.”

      I bristled. A lot of mind-blowing information had been thrown at me over the past few weeks, and I’d prided myself on how well I had been keeping up with it all. Maybe it was stupid to be insulted that he’d compared me to a human, but I wasn’t one anymore. I was a vampire, damn it, and I was owning that.

      “I don’t know what that means,” I said stiffly, leaning against the door. “If you mean I’m not skulking in alleyways looking for humans to feast on, then I guess you’re right. Otherwise, I think I carry myself exactly like a vampire.”

      Carrick smirked as he came to a stop in front of me. “The fact that you say that tells me how young you are. When you’ve spent more time living as one of us, you’ll understand what I mean. It’s a subtle difference, but you’ll feel it.”

      I pressed harder against the door. The smooth wood was cool against my exposed upper back, and my eyes darted around quickly as Carrick approached, searching for a way out.

      “There. There it is. Your human side.” The vampire king chuckled, a low rumbling sound that vibrated his chest. “You’re afraid.”

      My gaze flew to him, and our eyes locked. “No, I’m not.”

      “My dear, there’s no need to lie. It’s all right to be afraid. Perfectly understandable, in fact. The human side of your brain still believes you are prey.”

      I straightened my spine, staring up into his eyes as he towered over me. Damn it, why did all these vampire men have to be so damn tall?

      “Yeah? Tell that to the shade I killed at the church.”

      Carrick huffed a laugh. “Terrified, but still brave. And feisty. I can see why my son is so attached to you.”

      A swell of warmth rose in my chest at that, but it was quickly doused by the fear that crashed over it. Whatever mind game Carrick was playing, I got the sense it had to do more with Malcolm and whatever weird, fucked up relationship they had than with me.

      Which made me a pawn, the most expendable piece in the game.

      “Thank you, sir—er, Carrick. But I don’t think he’s that attached. It’s possible he’s kept me around just for the entertainment value,” I joked lamely, trying to redirect our conversation.

      The king rested his hands on the door beside my head, caging me in. He dropped his chin slightly, staring into my eyes. His gaze was forceful, powerful. Hypnotic. I suddenly felt laid bare, as if I didn’t have a stitch of clothing on—nothing to hide behind.

      His dark eyes flashed, interest burning in their depths. “How long have you been a vampire, Willow? And who turned you?”
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      “Well, that was a fucking waste of time,” Jerrett groused, as we stalked down the halls of the castle.

      “Agreed.” Malcolm’s voice was heavy with disgust and ire.

      “Why are we spending so much time talking about these goddamn shades instead of hunting them?”

      “I don’t know.” Malcolm ground his teeth together. I could practically feel him trying to rein in his temper. “Our first meeting with the guards Carrick assigned to track them was somewhat useful. At least we were able to pool our knowledge on the shades’ movement and activity.”

      “Yeah, sure. But since then, all we’ve been doing is rehashing the same information over and over!”

      “I suspect my father is trying to wait it out,” Malcolm said. “There’ve been no shades spotted since we took down the ones at the church. Perhaps he’s hoping they and their masters will just disappear.”

      Jerrett scoffed. “Not fucking likely.”

      “Again, I agree.” Malcolm blew out a harsh breath. “Sol, where are you on your examination of the dead shade? Have you transcribed the markings on its skin?”

      “Nearly. There are parts where the skin is damaged too badly to make them out clearly. Transcribing those parts has slowed me down.”

      “Understood. Keep working at it. Once we have a complete picture of the runes, we can begin the task of deciphering them.”

      The irony of a sightless man being asked to examine a dead body for evidence wasn’t lost on me. But I was the best man for the job, and I was grateful Malcolm acknowledged that.

      Other vampires often looked down on me or considered me feeble because of my blindness, despite the fact that it was no handicap at all. Fate had granted me a sixth sense that more than made up for my lack of sight. That, combined with my enhanced senses of smell and hearing, let me walk, run, and hunt with as much agility as my brothers.

      But some at the Penumbra considered vampirism to be the perfection of God’s creation, and such people looked down on those of us with any perceivable flaws.

      That was one of the many reasons I’d been only too happy to leave the vampire court and set out alone with Malcolm and Jerrett. We’d spent the past several decades living on our own and hunting dangerous supernaturals who threatened those less powerful than us.

      “It’s strange being back, isn’t it?”

      I said it almost to myself, but Malcolm’s grunt of assent and Jerrett’s muttered curse told me I wasn’t alone in my feelings.

      We’d all had slightly different motivations for leaving, but none of us had expected to be back so soon, and not one of us was happy about it—even less so because it put Willow at such tremendous risk. I had hoped to keep our little Willow tree hidden from the vampire king forever.

      And now that we knew for certain she was part fae, I couldn’t help but pick up the earthy, warm notes in her scent that gave her heritage away. The aroma was subtle, barely there. I hadn’t been able to identify it for weeks, and my senses were sharper than the average vampire’s.

      Still, I couldn’t stop the clench of fear in my chest every time we were forced to bring Willow out of her room.

      My thoughts strayed to her sweet, soft voice, her silky hair, and her blazing, indomitable spirit. Though we hadn’t known her long, every atom in my body screamed that she was ours. Or perhaps a better way to put it was that we were hers.

      I would walk through fire for that woman and never think twice. The only other people I could say that about were my brothers.

      I’d been in love with a girl named Anna when I was human, before I left to fight in the Civil War—or at least, I’d thought I was. What I felt for Anna seemed like a shadow of what I understood love to be now. True love could move mountains and open up the heavens. It was a joining of separate souls into a greater whole—giving up part of yourself only to have it returned with interest.

      The family my brothers and I had created meant everything to me, and although none of us had intended it, I could feel our small family shifting and expanding to include Willow.

      We’d been kept so busy by Carrick these past few days that we’d hardly had time to visit her, but she was never far from my thoughts.

      Even now, as we approached our chambers in the east wing of the castle, I was acutely aware of her. I perked my ears, picking up the quick thud of her heartbeat in her room.

      My footsteps slowed.

      Too quick. Why is it beating so fast?

      “Something is wrong,” I murmured, lifting my head to taste the air. A new scent invaded my nostrils, and my blood ran cold with a mix of fear and anger. “Carrick.”

      The words were barely out of my mouth before Malcolm rushed for the door to Willow’s room. Jerrett and I followed right behind him.

      He didn’t bother to knock like usual, just turned the knob and pushed the door open. He grunted as if he’d encountered a heavy weight, and from the other side, Willow gave a surprised yelp.

      We stepped into the room, and I realized what had impeded Malcolm earlier. Willow and Carrick stood near the door. They must’ve been braced against it. I could hear her thundering heartbeat and his measured, heavy one even more loudly now. Willow’s aura sparked with unease.

      “What are you doing here, father? Is this why you weren’t at that useless meeting?”

      Malcolm’s breath came fast and hard as he spoke, and I rested a hand on his shoulder, grounding him. Anger thrummed in my veins too, but if we pushed the king too hard, the repercussions would be dangerous—for our Willow most of all.

      “I’d hardly say it was useless, my son. Although I admit I didn’t think it was so pressing that it required my presence. I’ve tasked my guards with finding out more about the shade activity, and since you’ve taken it upon yourself to go after those creatures, I assumed you would want to be included. Apologies if I guessed wrong.”

      “What are you doing here?” Malcolm repeated, his voice hard.

      “Getting better acquainted with your lovely friend. It seemed such a shame that she’s been here for days and has hardly been able to enjoy the Penumbra. Tell me, you’re not trying to keep her from me, are you?”

      “No, father. Why would I?”

      The lie slipped off Malcolm’s tongue easily. Of course, that was exactly what we’d been doing.

      The sound of Willow’s heartbeat still pulsed in my ears, and I stepped forward, taking her delicate hand in mine. She stood frozen within arm’s reach of the king, but with a small tug, she stepped quickly to my side, pressing her warm body against me as I wrapped a protective arm around her shoulder. Her skin was damp, and I could feel the lines of her scars beneath my fingertips.

      Carrick released a low laugh. “Perhaps you were feeling selfish. She’s quite an enchanting creature. Beautiful. Fragile yet determined, like gossamer wrapped around steel.”

      “What do you want?”

      Malcolm wasn’t playing any of Carrick’s games today, but I could hear the strain in his voice. His father was getting to him, like he always did. Decades away from the Penumbra hadn’t been enough to change that.

      Carrick stepped forward. “I was just wondering how such a lovely vampire came to exist. She didn’t seem inclined to tell me, so perhaps you will.”

      Willow’s breath stuttered. Her arm around my waist tightened reflexively. The air in the room thickened, and I felt Malcolm’s aura pulse with frustration.

      In truth, it was a miracle Carrick hadn’t forced this information from us the moment he met Willow. But that would’ve ruined the games he loved to play so much—would have robbed him of a chance to toy with Malcolm. He’d given us six nights at the Penumbra, six nights of waiting for the shoe to drop.

      And now he was going to crush us with it.

      “I turned her,” Malcolm admitted reluctantly. “She was dying. A shade had attacked her and left her for dead. There was no other way to save her but to give her my blood.”

      Jerrett took a breath beside me, probably about to add that we’d fed her too, but his jaw snapped shut quickly. That was information we didn’t need to share. It shouldn’t have taken three vampires to save her life, and we didn’t need to give Carrick any more reasons to think Willow was special or unusual.

      The king hummed in satisfaction, triumph clear in his voice. “That’s very noble of you, son. I can see why you thought this flower was worth saving.”

      “If there had been any other option, I would’ve taken it. I didn’t plan to do this.”

      Carrick’s soft footsteps grew nearer, and I felt his powerful presence like a wave rolling toward us. “Of course, my son. I do believe that. However, it’s what you did after you turned her that surprises me. I would’ve expected you to know the rules of our race better than anyone.”

      My stomach sank. There was the shoe we’d been waiting for.

      I cursed every turn of events that had led Carrick to that church the same night we were there. It wasn’t like me to question Fate’s decisions, but I desperately hoped she knew what she was doing.

      Malcolm cleared his throat. “I do, father. But I—”

      “There is no ‘but,’ my son. All newly made vampires must be declared and are subject to the king’s approval,” Carrick said softly. “And I didn’t approve this.”
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      The temperature in the room dropped several degrees—or maybe it just felt so cold because my blood had to turned to ice.

      My muscles tensed, and I felt Sol’s grip tighten around me.

      I darted a glance up at him then looked to Jerrett, Malcolm, and finally, to Carrick.

      No one was smiling.

      I wasn’t sure anyone was breathing.

      Shit. Carrick was deadly serious about this. Was that why the brothers had been so adamant about keeping my existence a secret? Because the king hadn’t approved their decision to turn me? What did that mean?

      Malcolm’s throat worked as he swallowed. His deep brown eyes looked almost black as he stared unblinkingly at his father.

      “As I told you already, her life was in immediate danger. It was a decision made in haste to save her from bleeding out at our feet. There wasn’t time to ask for your permission. I…” He breathed deeply. “I apologize.”

      A vein in his temple throbbed, and I could see what it cost him to maintain his calm deference to the king.

      “It’s true, Carrick.” Jerrett shoved his hair out of his face, jerking his chin toward Sol. “We were both there when Malcolm turned her. She had a few minutes, maybe less, to live.”

      Sol murmured his assent, adding, “It was never our intent to keep her from you. We would’ve brought her directly to you after she completed the change, but we were sidetracked by our hunt for the shades. It seemed too important to ignore.”

      That was a lie.

      Not the part about me only having minutes to live before they turned me—that, I could believe all too easily. But Malcolm hadn’t been the only one to let me drink from him. And they hadn’t intended to bring me to Carrick right away. In fact, I was pretty sure they’d had no intention of ever bringing me here.

      Sol’s strong fingers dug into my shoulder, a silent warning.

      I didn’t need it. I had no idea why they were lying to the king, but I knew enough not to open my big mouth and blab the truth. Danger hung in the air like the prickling charge of lightning before a late summer storm. There was more going on here than I understood, and until I knew what it was, I planned to follow my three guardians’ lead.

      Carrick sucked on his lip, regarding me thoughtfully as he addressed the men. “I see. Clearly you were very distracted by the shades, considering you reached their hideout and defeated them before my men and I arrived. Still, whatever your reasons, the fact remains that she is an undeclared vampire. Since I never approved of her creation, perhaps I should just kill her. It seems simplest.”

      Each of the brothers shifted toward me slightly. The movement was so small it was almost imperceptible; I felt it more than I saw it.

      The vampire king’s smile widened. His thick brown hair gleamed in the light from the wall sconces as he tilted his head back, staring down his nose at me. He didn’t look away when he spoke, though his words were directed at Malcolm.

      “Would you have any objections to that, son? Do you wish to keep her alive?”

      Malcolm’s boots scraped against the floor as he squared his stance, clasping his hands behind his back like his father had done earlier. “I defer to your wisdom and judgment in this and all matters of the court, my king. As always.”

      The air rushed out of my lungs, driven out in a whoosh by the panic and aching pain that had taken up residence there.

      What? My mind reeled. After his insistence on keeping my existence secret, the work he put into training me, the… the goddamn floor of the training room—he’s just going to defer to his father?

      Uncertainty reached into my chest and squeezed my heart. Maybe I’d been wrong about his feelings. Maybe he craved my body but didn’t care one iota for anything else about me. A body was replaceable, and I doubted he’d have a hard time finding dozens of willing replacements for me. For whatever I was to him.

      A burden. A leech.

      An inconvenience.

      I looked down at the floor, trying to force away the tears burning the backs of my eyes.

      If that was how Malcolm truly felt, I was on my own here. The other two men would defer to him, and in that chain reaction of deferment, my life would be forfeit.

      Well, fuck that. They wouldn’t take me without a fight. Malcolm had taught me enough that maybe I could at least take a guard or two down with me.

      Carrick chewed on his son’s answer for a moment, his brow creasing. He must’ve been in his mid-forties when he was turned. He had tanned skin and a handsome face with several deep-set wrinkles across his forehead and around his mouth. The signs of age somehow increased his good looks, which made me hate him a little more.

      “Well,” he said at last, clapping his hands together decisively. “You may not care what happens to her, son, but I feel it would truly be a waste to kill her. There’s no harm in letting her complete the trials. If she passes, her life will be spared, and she may join my court. If she fails… well, she’ll be dead anyway, so that will be that. Sound fair?”

      “Of course, father.”

      Malcolm shrugged noncommittally. He looked almost bored, and he wouldn’t meet my gaze. Sol’s arm around my shoulders continued to hold me tight, but I had to wonder if it was to comfort me or to keep me from running away.

      “Excellent. Then we’ll start the trials in a few days. We’ll keep up our search for any new shades and their masters in the meantime, but that will give her time to prepare. I believe in giving each candidate a fair chance to prove themselves.”

      “We don’t have time to waste on this right now, father,” Malcolm said, a hint of emotion finally coming into his voice. “We should be putting all our effort and attention on the hunt. The trials could go on for weeks—”

      “They won’t,” Carrick interjected. “A fledgling vampire’s trials don’t have to last that long, and I’ll make certain in this case they don’t. Nothing will interfere with your precious hunt.”

      “Fine.”

      Carrick smiled magnanimously. “Oh, and Malcolm? While she’s undergoing the trials, I guarantee no harm will befall her—outside of the arena, that is. If pressing business with the shades calls you away, she’ll be safe enough here.”

      The tension in the room eased a bit, but then Carrick grabbed my hand, tugging me from Sol’s grasp.

      Sol’s fingers clung to my shoulder for a moment before he let me go. My numb legs could barely remember how to walk, and I stumbled as I approached the king. He caught me before I face-planted against his chest, holding my upper arm with one hand while the other gripped my chin lightly, turning my head from side to side so he could inspect me.

      “I do hope you succeed, my dear. You really are quite lovely. And very intriguing. So much strength in such a delicate package. Once we get rid of the last vestiges of humanity in you, you’ll make an excellent addition to my court.”

      In my head, I told him I didn’t want to lose the last shreds of humanity I had. I told him there was no way in hell I’d join his creepy-ass court and spend my days sucking the blood out of helpless or unwilling humans.

      In my head, I kicked him in the balls so hard they lodged in his throat, made a break for the door, and shadow ran all the way back to my tiny, comfortingly shitty apartment in Brooklyn.

      In reality, I nodded and murmured, “Thank you, Carrick.”

      “Of course, my dear. You’re quite welcome.”

      He lifted my hand to his lips, kissing my knuckles without ever breaking eye contact. He inhaled the scent of my skin, and I had to bite my lip to keep from yanking my hand away. Could he smell my fae blood? Could he smell my fear?

      The king nuzzled against my skin, making my flesh crawl. “So entrancing. So delectable. Has anyone ever fed from you, dear Willow?”

      I swallowed, my throat suddenly thick with tension. “No.”

      For a moment, I was certain he was going to pull me toward him, rear back, and sink his fangs into my throat. But his gaze flickered to the men behind me before he shook his head.

      “Pity. What a waste.”

      Leaving those words hanging in the air, Carrick released my hand and turned for the door. He opened it and turned back to face me. “Thank you for inviting me in, my dear. It was truly lovely getting better acquainted with you. I look forward to learning more.”

      Then the door shut behind him with a soft click.
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      I stared at the door my father had just vanished through, but I could barely make out the dark wood through the red haze tinting my vision.

      That son of a bitch.

      He’d known exactly what he was doing when he came here tonight. I knew he’d had his suspicions that I was the one who turned Willow, but he’d wanted to force me to admit it. At least he didn’t know of Jerrett and Sol’s involvement. Or that Willow had required three vampires to turn her.

      Or that she was part fae.

      If he knew how special and rare she truly was, he’d have locked her up in a tower already. As it stood now, he was merely torturing her to torture me. Using her as a way to jab at my old wounds.

      My father had never been able to understand why I hadn’t wanted this life, why I didn’t consider vampirism a blessing like he did. And his fury at me for not accepting the “gift” he had so lovingly bestowed upon me had festered and grown over long years.

      I drew in a shuddering breath, every muscle in my body burning with the desire to run after the old man and throw him into a wall. To fight him until blood stained the hallway and the pain in his eyes came even close to the pain he’d inflicted on me.

      But I couldn’t.

      For Willow’s sake, I couldn’t devolve into the man I had once been, railing uselessly against my father. I needed to maintain my composure, to remain as neutral as possible when Carrick spoke of her.

      He was using her to bait me, and if I took the bait, it would only make things worse for her.

      Unclenching my fists, I turned toward Willow, an apology on my lips.

      But before I could utter a word, the wildcat flew at me, her small fists a fury of motion as they pummeled my chest.

      “How could you do that? How could you leave me out to fucking dry like that? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      She was small, but her vampire nature lent her strength, and each strike to my chest seemed to stop my heart momentarily. Tears streamed down her cheeks, tracking silently one after another.

      “I thought you cared about me. I thought you saved me because it mattered to you whether I lived or died. Was all of this—training me, protecting me, making me feel special—was it all a lie? Why would you do that? Why?”

      Catching her wrists in my hands, I held them out away from her body, stopping the attack. “No, wildcat. It was never—”

      “You deferred to your father about my life! He was the one who decided to spare me. He decided to let me live. No fucking thanks to you! Maybe I’d be safer with him!”

      At those words, something inside me snapped. I wanted to comfort her, to reassure her. But suppressed anger at my father still sizzled like hot oil under my skin, and the sudden flare of possessiveness that rose up inside me made everything boil over. I moved her roughly backward, using my grip on her wrists to press her against the door.

      Just where my father had her pinned when we burst into the room.

      That thought stabbed into my brain like an icepick, and my voice was a rough growl when I spoke.

      “Is that what you want? To join my father’s court? To become one of his playthings, protected by him and used by him? Did you invite him here tonight? Were you trying to seduce him, my pretty little wildcat?”

      “Woah, Mal! Not fucking cool.”

      Jerrett’s angry interjection barely registered. All my focus was on Willow’s face, as a stream of emotions crossed her expression.

      Shock. Pain. Indignation.

      “Are you kidding me?” she sputtered. “You think I invited him here? I let him in because he’s the damn king and I didn’t know what else to do! And none of you were here to help me—which I guess shouldn’t surprise me anymore. I should get used to fending for myself in this fucking court, because I’m obviously on my own. You don’t care!” Her voice broke. “If the king claims me, you won’t stop him.”

      Without even meaning to, the wildcat had pierced my very soul.

      I pressed closer, breathing heavily, crowding her body with my own. I wanted to shake some sense into her. But instead, I dipped my head until we were nearly nose-to-nose.

      “If he tries to claim you, I will kill him, little wildcat. Do you understand? If you believe nothing else, believe that. You are mine. I turned you, and that bond will last forever. You will never belong to anyone else, least of all to Carrick.”

      Her hazel eyes still flashed with disbelief, distrust, and such deep hurt it made my heart bleed.

      I couldn’t bear to see it anymore, couldn’t stand the distance separating us. I leaned down and claimed her mouth in a hard kiss, my lips demanding and possessive. I groaned, desire nearly blinding me. Her taste was as sweet and alluring as it had been the last time. How had I ever thought I could deny myself this?

      Willow gasped into my mouth as my tongue parted the seam of her lips. Her body jerked in surprise and her nostrils flared before she melted into the kiss, her soft lips giving and taking just like mine.

      The movement of our mouths slowed and deepened, and she pressed away from the wall, rising up on her tiptoes as she wrapped her arms around my neck. Our chests pressed together, heartbeats slamming against one another as if the two organs were trying to collide.

      Suddenly, the wildcat stiffened.

      She pulled away, her face flushed and her soft blue dress clinging damply to the curves of her hips and breasts.

      “No!” Her eyes flashed, red sparks appearing in the bright hazel of her irises. “You don’t get to do this again! You don’t get to play hot and cold, kiss me and worship me whenever you want, and then act like you don’t care if I fucking die!”

      She shoved me roughly away. I caught her wrists again, but she surprised me by going incorporeal, evading my grip then solidifying in time to land a hard hit to my chest.

      Inexplicably, I felt my cock twitch. She was summoning the most primal part of me to the surface, and I saw a reflection of that same feral beast in her eyes.

      My wildcat wants to fight.

      I reached for her, my hands moving like lightning. Before she could react, I spun her around and wrapped my arms around her.

      “You’re wrong, Willow. I do care. More than you know.”

      “Stop fucking lying to me!”

      She phased out again, slipping from my grip and darting away. When she went corporeal, she charged me, slamming her palms into my chest with such force that I staggered backward several feet.

      Sol and Jerrett had stepped back, letting this play out. They knew she was in no danger; no matter what happened, I would never hurt her. And of course, they’d never stop the wildcat from lashing out at me—especially when they both felt certainly I deserved it.

      Willow had become quite the fighter. Her fae abilities only added to the skills she’d been developing under my guidance. She would soon become a true match for me. But at the moment she was blinded by anger, fighting emotionally rather than strategically.

      Rather than attempting to grab her, which would only give her the chance to slip my grasp again, I blocked and deflected every one of her blows, speaking over the sound of her grunts.

      “I’m not lying to you, wildcat! My father needed to believe it was his idea to spare your life. If I had challenged him or fought him, he would’ve killed you in a heartbeat just to spite me. I said what I did to protect you.”

      Her fist paused mid-swing, hovering in the air as she blinked at me. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and the dusky pink of her taut nipples teased me through the damp fabric of her dress.

      I was breathing hard myself, though not from exertion. With my hands held out before me, I stared into her eyes, willing her to see the truth in mine.

      “I will always protect you, wildcat. I meant what I said. You are mine.”

      Willow’s delicate throat worked as she swallowed hard. Her hazel eyes were huge, and she opened and closed her mouth, but no sound came out.

      Finally, she pressed her lips into a thin line, glaring at me. She straightened to her full height, standing regal as a queen as her angry gaze burned into me like a laser. Then she pivoted on her heel, marched over to Jerrett, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed him.

      He staggered back a step in surprise, but my brother was no fool. In a moment, he’d regained his equilibrium, bracing himself as Willow crawled up his body like a succubus, wrapping her legs around him as she kissed him almost viciously.

      His hands roamed her body with an equal possessiveness, skating across the soft, wet fabric of her dress. He gripped her firm ass with one hand, sliding his other up the expanse of bare leg where her dress had hiked up.

      Jerrett’s gaze found me as Willow deepened their kiss. He raised one eyebrow, and a glimmer of humor reflected in his bright blue eyes.

      The fucker was laughing at me.

      As well he should.

      A chuckle reverberated in my chest as the tension inside me broke, lightening my dark mood.

      If my wildcat had meant to make me jealous by kissing Jerrett, she’d chosen the wrong tactic. He and Sol were more than brothers to me; they were parts of my soul. I would give up my life for theirs without hesitation, and I had no problem sharing with them.

      We’d never shared women before, but we’d never met a woman like Willow before either.

      I had misspoken earlier in my possessive rage when I told Willow she belonged to me because I had been the one to turn her.

      All three of us had done it.

      Our blood combined had brought her back from the brink of death. And she belonged to all of us.

      A small moan escaped Willow’s mouth as Jerrett teased her lips with his tongue. Sol closed his eyes as if feasting on that sound.

      Goddamn it. I’d been a fool.

      A fool to try to send her away, and a fool to keep a wall between us after she came to live with us in Washington Heights. It’d been an impossible attempt that had caused more harm than good.

      It had killed me to feign indifference as my father spoke casually of ending Willow’s life. Because the truth was, she meant more to me already than I had ever imagined possible. And as I watched her twine her arms around Jerrett’s neck, kissing him as if she couldn’t get enough, I realized my brothers and I weren’t the only ones who’d been affected by the bond of blood we shared.

      She needed us as much as we needed her.

      And the only way we were going to keep her safe was to keep her close.
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      I was melting.

      Dissolving.

      Coming apart and being rebuilt with each sweep of Jerrett’s tongue in my desperate, greedy mouth.

      Good lord. He has a tongue piercing.

      How had I never noticed that before? When he’d licked the frosting off my finger, I’d been so overwhelmed by the onslaught of sensations that I hadn’t picked up on the presence of the piercing.

      But I was picking up on it now. Big time.

      The contrasting sensations of the hard metal and his soft, warm tongue made little bolts of electricity zap through my body, as if I’d stuck my finger in an outlet.

      One of his large hands kneaded the flesh of my ass while the other slid up my thigh, inching under the bunched fabric of my dress toward my center. I wrapped my legs tighter around him, losing myself in sensation.

      To be honest, I’d kissed him partly to piss Malcolm off.

      I’d been stunned by the vampire prince’s admission that he did care, that he’d given way before his father—something he was clearly loath to do—to keep me safe. But it had done little to lessen the anger churning in my stomach. If he was truly trying to keep me safe, he could’ve told me the plan, could’ve warned me about his father and the trials.

      Whatever those are.

      The mishmash of feelings rampaging through me had robbed me of speech. So I’d decided to communicate in another way, showing Malcolm without words that he didn’t own me, that he wasn’t the only one in this room I cared about.

      I’d wanted to hurt him just a little, like he’d hurt me.

      But I hadn’t expected the kiss to be like this.

      All thoughts of the king, the trials, and my fight with Malcolm fled my mind as I ran my fingers through Jerrett’s straight black hair. The side that was buzzed short was deliciously prickly against my skin, while the long section that always fell over his eyes felt like silk between my fingers.

      As I drowned in Jerrett’s kiss, large hands—new hands—swept my hair over one shoulder, exposing the side and back of my neck.

      “I’m sorry, wildcat. I never meant to hurt you.”

      Malcolm’s breath was warm, his chest so close to my back that I felt his words vibrate against me.

      I sighed softly into Jerrett’s mouth as Malcolm’s lips found the back of my neck, trailing soft kisses over the bare skin. The combination of sensory input almost made my toes curl. The feeling of being sandwiched between two large, dominating bodies thrilled and relaxed me. I had never felt so turned on, so desired, or so safe.

      Finally, I broke my kiss with Jerrett, turning to look over my shoulder at Malcolm. He was so close I could see every nuance of his deep brown eyes. The flecks of red that glistened like tiny drops of blood. The way the color lightened slightly near the iris, becoming almost caramel. They were entrancing, so beautiful and full of buried pain and secrets that I felt like I could lose myself in his gaze.

      “You did hurt me,” I murmured softly. “Maybe it was stupid, but I thought you cared about me like I care about you. And to see you look so bored when your father talked about killing me… It hurt. It hurt worse than when I realized Kyle didn’t love me.”

      I broke off, surprised by the admission. Both that I’d said it, and that it was absolutely true. My nine-year relationship with my ex-husband had existed on a completely different emotional plane than my feelings for the three vampire men who had saved my life.

      With Kyle, the highs and lows had been muted, bland, and almost indistinguishable from each other.

      But Malcolm, Sol, and Jerrett?

      They made me crazy. Literally.

      With them, I felt almost unhinged at times, driven by impulses and desires the last vestiges of the “old me” hardly recognized.

      Jesus, I’d just physically attacked Malcolm, something I’d never done before in my life.

      Malcolm’s large palm reached up to cup my cheek. Jerrett had both his hands firmly on my ass now, holding me up between them.

      “No, Willow. God, no. Please don’t think that. I was only playing Carrick’s game. The Penumbra can be a dangerous place, wildcat, and my father is a dangerous man. I’m trying to get you out of here alive.”

      I nodded, a lump rising in my throat at the pain in his voice. I had hurt him, just not the way I’d intended to. My kissing the hell out of Jerrett didn’t seem to have bothered him at all, but hearing that he’d hurt me worse than Kyle seemed to have struck a deep nerve in him.

      Jerrett kissed my hair, squeezing my ass and pulling me hard against him, grinding his cock against my center for a moment in a way that made us both groan.

      “Holy fuckballs, sweetheart. If that’s how your fights end, you and Mal can fucking fight anytime you want.”

      I chuckled softly, looking back at him with a smile.

      He nipped my bottom lip, then gently released his hold on me. I slid down his body, turning around when my feet hit the floor. Jerrett wrapped his arms around me from behind as I craned my head to look up at his brother.

      “Thank you, Malcolm. I shouldn’t have doubted you. Hell, everything you’ve done so far has been to keep me safe—even when I didn’t make it easy for you. I don’t want to join your father’s court. I’m with you three, and I trust you guys. No one else.”

      His dark eyes burned as he gazed down at me. “Good.”

      The tension that had filled the room since Carrick first stepped into it began to drain away. As my head cleared, I became aware of my wet hair; the auburn strands stuck together and clung to my shoulders. The cool night air coming from the open window hit my damp skin, raising a chill.

      Very little fabric separated me from the two men who held me between them like bookends. If I pushed down the straps of my dress, like I had in that dream back at the church, I’d be completely naked.

      What would happen if I did? Would the scenario play out just like my mind had envisioned it? With Sol on his knees before me, Jerrett holding me up from behind, and Malcolm… Malcolm across the room, separate and stoic?

      No. I didn’t want that.

      I wanted all three of them.

      Although things seemed better, clearer between us, if I pushed for more right now, I had a strong suspicion Malcolm would retreat back into the hard shell he usually wore.

      There were still things he wasn’t telling me. I could sense it. I could see it in his shadowed eyes.

      But I would wear him down. I’d show him he could trust me, just like I knew I could trust him.

      Forcing my unwilling body to move, I slipped out from between Malcolm and Jerrett. Malcolm took a step back to allow my escape, his dark gaze tracking my movement as I crossed to the wardrobe on one wall.

      “Let me just change out of this wet dress really quick. I’ll be right back.”

      I pulled out a soft red gown and slipped into the bathroom, leaving the door open a crack.

      The tub was still full of tepid water, and I reached down to pull the plug from the drain.

      So much for a relaxing bath.

      My mind, still fuzzy with lust from my kiss with Jerrett, briefly wondered if four people could fit into this bathtub.

      Probably. It was big, wide and deep, almost the size of a hot tub.

      Focus, Willow!

      I shook my head. As the old me—the one who would’ve freaked out at the prospect of being with three gorgeous, lethal men at the same time—died an unceremonious death, it was hard for the new me to keep her thoughts on anything else.

      But I needed to stay sharp and smart if I was going to walk out of the Penumbra alive. And I really didn’t want to die here.

      As I peeled the slightly wet, clingy blue dress over my head, I called toward the half-open door, “So what was Carrick talking about? Besides the killing me bit, I mean. That part, I understood. But what are these trials he mentioned?”

      Sol appeared in the doorway as I picked up the red dress, and I yelped, pressing it to my bare chest. Belatedly, I remembered that he couldn’t see me. But his green eyes blazed with heat, and I was sure he knew I was naked. I could feel his attention like a warm beam of light on my skin as his focus drifted over my body.

      Abandoning any pretense of modesty, I slipped the dress on and stepped forward, turning my back toward him. “Help, please?”

      He smiled softly, grasping the zipper just above my tailbone and sliding it up my back.

      As he worked the zipper up, he answered my first question. “Vampire law requires that any new member of our race be approved by the king. Our kind live so long that it’s a way of keeping the population from exploding. It’s been like that as long as I’m aware of, though some kings are more lax about enforcement than others.”

      “I’m guessing Carrick isn’t one of the lax ones?” I stepped away from Sol, twisting my damp hair up into a messy bun as I turned back to face him.

      “Actually, he is. Usually. It’s an open secret that a number of undeclared vampires live under the radar in North America, but he’s never bothered to track them down.”

      He placed a hand on the small of my back, ushering me from the room. I was struck again by how capable and gentlemanly Sol was. I still couldn’t believe he was the youngest of the brothers. There was something so old-fashioned about him.

      “So how does it work?” I glanced up at him as we re-entered the bedroom.

      He steered me to the large bed, and I plopped down onto the soft comforter, tucking my legs up under me. Jerrett and Malcolm joined us, sitting on the end of the mattress so the four of us were arranged in a rough circle.

      “Vampires are allowed to feed from pretty much anyone they want.” Jerrett still looked tousled and a little dazed, and warmth filled my belly to think I’d affected him so strongly. “But when it comes to turning humans, things are a little more tightly controlled. It can basically go two ways: either a vampire asks permission from the king before they turn someone, or they have to justify their choice after the fact.”

      “Okay.” I dipped my head to let him know I was following so far.

      “When I turned Sol, I had Carrick’s approval. I’d seen Sol fight on the battlefield, knew he was strong, honorable, and smart as fuck. So when he got sick, I asked the king for permission to save him by turning him.”

      I nodded again, then paused. “Wait. Why were you watching Sol on the battlefield? How did you even come across him?”

      He quirked a smile at me, his lip ring glinting. “Oh. Because I was fighting too.”

      My jaw fell open. “In the Civil War?”

      “Yeah. Why not? I volunteered for a lot of wars where I thought I could do some good. I mean, I never brought out my full vampire strength, but I was still a pretty valuable fighter.”

      “Holy shit.”

      He chuckled. “Hey, in two thousand years, I’ve seen some messed up shit go down. I got tired of waiting on the sidelines hoping the right side would win.”

      “And now you all spend your time fighting against supernatural threats to the world.” I shook my head, warmth rising in my chest. “You really are kind of amazing, you know that?”

      I could’ve sworn Sol blushed slightly, and Jerrett grinned. “Fuck yeah, we know. But it means more coming from you, sweetheart.”

      His fingers brushed my knee, and the wildfire I’d just tamped down sprang up again inside me.

      But fear doused it a moment later when I asked my next question. “So if you hadn’t asked Carrick for permission, what would’ve happened to Sol? What happens to undeclared vampires?”

      “They have to prove their worthiness after the fact,” Sol said softly. “Since the king wasn’t given a chance to decide their value to our race before they were turned, they have to prove themselves through a series of trials.”

      “And if they fail?”

      He dropped his head. “They die. Either they don’t survive the trials, or if by some chance they do survive but still fail, they’re put to death. Tied to a stake outside the Penumbra and left for the sun to claim.”

      Nausea tightened my stomach as anxiety gripped me in a cold fist. “Can I get out of it? Run away? Go off the grid or something, live without a clan like you guys do?”

      “No.” Malcolm’s voice was thick with regret. “If Carrick had never found out about you, yes, you could’ve lived your whole life under the radar. That was why we tried to send you away, wildcat. I didn’t want my father anywhere near you, and I thought you’d be safer away from me. But now that Carrick is aware of your existence? No. There’s nowhere you can hide.”

      “He may be lax about enforcing the law on most new vampires, but he’s also a son of a bitch. And he hates being made to look weak. If you escaped the trials, he’d go after you just to make an example of you.” Jerrett’s lip curled up in a snarl.

      “And to punish me,” Malcolm added with a pained look.

      “We’ll do what we can to protect you, Willow. But if Malcolm openly defies Carrick, we risk a war between divided vampire factions—one none of us would likely walk away from. That has to be our last resort.”

      Sol’s voice was grave, and he tilted his face toward mine. He couldn’t see me, but I was sure he could hear my thudding heart.

      The meaning of what he’d said slowly sank in.

      Their last resort.

      They would fight for me if it came down to it. Even though they would likely die in the process.

      Maybe it was just because they all felt responsible for my existence, since they were the ones who had brought me into this new world. But I couldn’t believe that was all. I didn’t want to believe it. There was a deeper reason they would fight to protect me, and it had to do with the powerful emotion that blazed in each of their eyes when they looked at me. Even Sol, who couldn’t see me the same way his brothers could, gazed in my direction with an expression that was simultaneously tender and fierce.

      I was afraid to put a name to it, afraid to poke at the soft parts of my own heart and examine the feelings blooming there.

      But I knew one thing.

      If it would keep them alive, I would do my very best to win these trials, whatever they may be.
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      When I was a little girl, my favorite holiday was Christmas.

      That was before my parents disowned me for marrying Kyle—long before I even met Kyle. Before my life became more complicated and strange than I ever could’ve dreamed. Christmas was the best day of the year, and the first twenty-four days of December each seemed to stretch out to several times the length of an ordinary twenty-four hours.

      I learned as a kid that waiting for something exciting makes time drag.

      And as it turns out, waiting for something you’re dreading makes time shoot forward at the speed of a bullet.

      How did three days pass so quickly? That can’t be right.

      I smoothed my hands over the front of my black leather pants nervously. Pants, shirts, boots, and other practical activewear had mysteriously appeared in my wardrobe overnight, laid neatly on shelves alongside the ever-present array of dresses. Hell, I’d even been given panties.

      The cream-colored tank top showed off muscles in my arms I was pretty sure I hadn’t had before, and although I still didn’t have a bra, the tank was tight enough to keep everything securely in place.

      Then again, I was sure the least of my worries in the upcoming trial would be one of my boobs popping out.

      My palms started sweating all over again at the thought, and I wiped them on my pants again, staring into the full-length mirror that stood in one corner of the bedroom.

      Is this really happening? Can I do it?

      The muscles in my arms flexed as I moved, and my legs looked long and lean in the tight black pants. The boots came up to my knees and had thick soles; they looked like they’d been designed for the sole purpose of kicking ass. I’d pulled my dark hair back from my face and secured it in a tight ponytail, and despite the fear that glittered in my large hazel eyes, I looked… strong. Beautiful.

      I cocked my head, examining the woman in the mirror more closely. I’d noticed a change in myself the night I got back to my apartment after being turned by the brothers. My skin had been smoother, my hair thicker and shinier. But what I saw now was more than that.

      It was a change that had happened on the inside.

      A strength and self-assurance that had taken root in my soul and was beginning to radiate from within me.

      Had the vampiric change actually made me more beautiful? Or was I just able to see myself more clearly now? To see the things I hadn’t had the confidence to believe were there?

      “You were just as lovely when you were human.”

      I jumped, my heart rate spiking, and whirled around so fast my head spun.

      “Jerrett!” I pressed a hand to my chest. “Jesus! How am I still not used to vampires being so quiet?”

      “I wasn’t that quiet. I knocked, even. You were just distracted.”

      He closed the door behind him and crossed the room toward me, his confident, rolling gait making him look like some kind of predatory cat.

      Blowing out a breath, I turned back to the mirror, meeting his gaze over my shoulder in its smooth surface.

      “Oh. Yeah, I guess I do have a lot on my mind.” My brows furrowed as I processed what he’d said when he first entered. “Wait. How do you know what I looked like when I was human? The only time you saw me, I was covered in blood and had knife wounds all over me. Please tell me I look better than that!”

      His expression darkened for a moment, as if remembering the sight of me fighting off death physically pained him. He shook his head, his lopsided smirk returning as he came to stand directly behind me. Jerrett was a few inches shorter than Malcolm, but still tall enough that he could comfortably rest his chin on top of my head.

      He did that now, wrapping his arms loosely around my shoulders in a sort of hug. It was the first time he’d touched me in a way that wasn’t openly sensual or flirtatious, but there was something about the ease and casualness of this touch that set the butterflies in my stomach off even harder.

      As if he didn’t just want me. He liked me.

      “You look much better than that, Will. Shit, I don’t want to ever see you hurt like that again. But…”

      He trailed off, a somewhat guilty look sliding over his face.

      My brows pinched together. “But what?”

      “Well, that wasn’t the first time I saw you. My brothers and I somehow crossed your path a few times when we were hunting that shade in New York. I thought it was a happy coincidence, though now it seems more likely it’s because the shade was hunting you. But every time our paths crossed, I noticed you.”

      “You did?” I tilted my head back, trying to meet his eyes.

      He looked down at me and chuckled, then turned me around to face him. “Yeah. We all did. There was something about you even then that… fuck, I dunno. It felt like it called to me. Your blood, maybe. We had no idea what you were then, but maybe it was some kind of unconscious allure.”

      “Oh.” I considered his words, trying to tamp down my irrational disappointment that the thing that’d called to him had been my mysterious fae blood, not my sense of humor or amazing wit—not that he would’ve known about those things just from looking at me. “Actually, it makes sense that you saw me before. I’m pretty sure I saw you guys too. It’s a really fuzzy memory, and it gets all jumbled up with the images of your faces when you turned me. But when I woke up in your house, and Malcolm came in to feed me, I could’ve sworn I knew him from somewhere.”

      “Shit. I didn’t think you saw us. Just goes to show how goddamn enchanting you were. You put three skilled hunters off their game.” He winked at me, the iridescent purple of his eyebrow ring glinting in the light.

      “Jerrett?” My heart hammered dully as I gazed up at him. This wasn’t really a great time for a long talk. I was due at the castle entrance soon to be escorted by the guards to my first trial. But the question was like a splinter in my brain, and I wouldn’t be able to fully focus until I pulled it out. “Why did you all act so strange when you found out I was fae? What does it mean? Really?”

      He heaved in a breath and let it out, his normally lighthearted expression growing serious. “It means you’re unique, sweetheart. And rare.”

      “How?”

      “Because almost no fae exist anymore. They were killed a long time ago in huge numbers by vampires. Fae are powerful. They have almost the same levels of strength and speed we do, and many of them can wield magic we can’t. If a vampire drinks fae blood, the magic floods his system, giving an incredible high. If he drains the life from a fae, he can temporarily gain their powers.”

      A shiver crawled up my spine like a cold spider as I remembered the hungry way all three men had stared at me when they’d found out I was fae. I trusted them with my life. Hell, they’d already saved my life more than once. But apparently, the vampire craving for fae blood existed on an instinctual level.

      “So the vampires drained fae to steal their powers?”

      “Some did. Others just did it for sport, or to feed their addiction. Fae lived in wild areas. Their kind—well, your kind—are deeply connected to the earth. But their lands are barren now, empty and dead. It’s rumored that a few fae still live, but where they are is anyone’s guess. I don’t blame them for going into hiding.”

      I grimaced. That was awful and terrifying. “What if people here find out what I am?”

      Jerrett’s jaw clenched, the sharp lines of his face becoming even harsher as his blue eyes flashed. “That. Will. Not. Happen.”

      “But what if it does?”

      He cupped my chin, his grip surprisingly gentle considering the tension straining the veins of his hand and forearm.

      “I think you already know, sweetheart. But I’m not going to say it out loud. Because we won’t let it happen. It’s been so long since I’ve scented even a hint of fae, it didn’t even occur to me that’s what I was picking up on you. And you’re not full fae. It may not even have been one of your parents—maybe a grandparent or something. Now that I know what I’m looking for, I can’t miss the scent on you. But we won’t let anyone else get close enough to you for long enough to notice.”

      He was right. I already had a very good idea of what would happen if I was discovered. And I was glad he hadn’t indulged my curiosity by answering my question. There were some things I was better off not knowing in excruciating detail.

      I nodded. “Okay. I’ll try to… I don’t know, tamp down my scent? Is that possible? Will it help if I bathe more often?”

      A laugh burst from his lips, and his eyes twinkled as he cocked his head at me. “Sorry, Will. I don’t think there’s anything you can do to tamp down your scent. It’s just a part of who you are.”

      “What does it smell like?” I barely resisted the urge to do an armpit check. Even with my newly enhanced vampire senses, I couldn’t smell anything odd about myself.

      Jerrett’s head tilted to the other side, his tongue darting out to tease his lip ring. Then he stepped forward slowly, closing the small distance between us. He leaned down, nestling his nose into the curve where my neck met my shoulder, and inhaled deeply.

      Goose bumps spread across my skin like wildfire, and breathing became extremely difficult all of a sudden.

      “Almond.” Jerrett’s voice was low and slightly muffled as he spoke against my skin. “Cherry. And then there’s the tang of your blood. It’s fresh, like apples or cold fall air.” He inhaled again, making my knees wobble. “And underneath all that, something else. Something earthy and warm.”

      I swallowed, sure he could hear how strained the sound was with his face right next to my neck. “You make me sound delicious.”

      He dragged his nose away from my skin slowly, but he didn’t step back. In fact, he moved forward. I moved with him until my back bumped against the mirror behind me. My head tilted up, catching his burning gaze.

      “You are, Will. But it’s not just your scent or your blood. It’s the essence of you that makes you so beautiful.” He slid a piece of hair that had escaped my ponytail through his long fingers, staring at it as if it were spun gold. “Strong, but vulnerable. Innocent, but worldly. It’s fucking intoxicating.”

      A nervous chuckle fell from my lips. “I’m sure it’s just because of my magical fae blood.”

      The blazing color of his eyes intensified as he shook his head. “Wrong guess, sweetheart. It’s so much more than that.”

      His fangs had dropped while we spoke, and now he leaned down again, dragging them gently over the exposed skin of my neck. My hands flew up to his shoulders, my fingers digging into the muscles there like I was trying to anchor myself to him.

      My breath came in sharp pants as his tongue darted out to taste my skin.

      “Will?” he murmured.

      “Huh?” My brain was a whirling puddle of mush.

      “Please don’t fucking die out there.”

      His words shattered my high like a brick thrown through a window.

      Jerrett might think I was special. Malcolm and Sol might too. But in less than an hour, I’d be competing in an unknown, deadly trial to try to convince the king of vampires I deserved to be part of this elite race.

      Fear chilled my blood, all the earlier confidence I’d gathered draining from me in a rush as I contemplated what lay before me.

      I wrapped my arms around Jerrett, seeking comfort, as if I could draw strength from him somehow. His arms stole around me too, his large hands splaying across my back as he pulled me close, comforting me with his touch.

      “We’ll be watching. We’ll be right there with you, sweetheart.”
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      “Stop fidgeting. You seem nervous,” Sol murmured.

      “I am nervous,” I growled back under my breath. But I followed his advice and dropped my hand from the back of my neck as we strode away from the castle on a wide earthen path. Several guards stood sentry on the castle’s steps behind us.

      The spell cast over the Penumbra kept the sun from ever shining its rays here, but despite the fact that vampires could venture out during the day, all regular activities still happened at night. The nearly full moon was heavy in the sky, and the path was lit by small glowing lanterns that hung low to the ground.

      Ahead of us, a brighter glow burned on the horizon.

      Our destination.

      A sound behind us made my ears perk, and Jerrett’s scent greeted us moments before the man himself did. He stepped into place beside me, the three of us matching strides as we walked quickly down the path.

      “How is she?” I tried to keep my voice neutral, but concern tightened my throat.

      “Scared as fuck, what do you think?” Jerrett grimaced.

      My hands curled into fists at my sides, but I remembered Sol’s admonition and unclenched them. We were some of the last to head to the arena to watch the trial—hundreds of vampires had left the castle to secure their seats already. But I didn’t want to look nervous when we arrived. Carrick would be there, and I knew he would be watching me as closely as he watched the trial itself. I couldn’t afford to give anything away.

      Still…

      “If the wildcat gets in over her head, we intervene,” I said quietly, and both my brothers turned their heads toward me.

      “Agreed.” Sol, who normally took a moment to think things over before he spoke, answered almost before the words were out of my mouth.

      Jerrett snorted. “No doubt.”

      “It’ll be a risk. But maybe we can get her out of here before we all die.”

      “Yeah, that would be ideal,” Jerrett deadpanned.

      “Maybe she won’t need us.” Sol’s voice was thoughtful. “You trained her well, Malcolm. And she’s strong.”

      Worry twisted in my gut, but I held onto the hope he offered like a lifeline as we entered the arena.

      It was a large, oval wooden structure with an open space in the middle and stadium seating all around. The center ring was nothing but packed dirt, and a ten-foot wall rose all around it before the seating began. Ten feet wasn’t high enough to keep most vampires contained, but the ones who truly wanted out—those who found themselves losing their trials—were also usually the ones too weak to scale the wall.

      Please don’t let that be Willow.

      For the most part, I was happy to leave the praying to Fate up to Sol, but I found myself sending a whispered prayer to the heavens, hoping Fate wasn’t done with our little wildcat.

      The seats were packed with vampires from my father’s court, and everyone was in high spirits. It was always a well-attended event when a fledgling vampire underwent their trials. I had a disturbing feeling most of the audience secretly hoped to see the newly made vampire ripped to shreds—not because they were opposed to adding a new member to our ranks, but because failure was more entertaining to watch.

      Carrick sat on a dais at one end of the oblong arena, just above the wall in that section. When he saw us enter, he gestured us over with a sweep of his hand.

      “We’re with you, brother.”

      Sol clapped me on the shoulder, lending me strength, and all three of us made our way over to sit on the dais with Carrick. Several other members of his entourage were gathered there, but I didn’t care to make conversation with any of them.

      Instead, my gaze zeroed in on the door in the wall on the far side of the arena.

      Watching.

      Waiting for Willow to appear.

      I knew this arena well. Much too well. I knew the roar of the crowd, and the smell of blood and fresh earth that filled the space. I had fought more vampires than I could count in this very place during their trials, and there was a time when I’d considered it a good sport.

      Vampirism was a curse, after all, and if some new vampires didn’t survive, perhaps the world was better off without them.

      But as I stared unblinkingly at the door Willow would emerge from, I couldn’t believe I’d ever seen this ritual as anything but barbaric. It wasn’t Willow’s fault she’d been turned. We had done it, my brothers and I. If anyone should be facing dangerous trials, it should be us.

      “There.” Sol lifted his head, inhaling sharply.

      Even as he said the word, the large double doors in the wall opened, and Willow emerged.

      My breath caught in my lungs.

      She was stunning, her dark auburn hair gleaming in the yellow-orange lights arranged around the perimeter of the arena. She was dressed like a hunter, and as she strode toward the center of the ring, her gait was confident and powerful.

      Yesterday, I’d heard her weeping in her room when she thought everyone was asleep. It’d taken everything I had not to burst in and comfort her—empty as any comforting words I could offer might’ve been. But looking at her now, no one would ever guess she was afraid. She stopped in the middle of the large open space and looked up into the crowd, her challenging gaze landing on Carrick.

      Pride bloomed in my chest, so potent it nearly knocked the wind out of me.

      My wildcat. So goddamn fierce.

      Another door in the wall opened, and a figure stalked out. I tore my gaze away from Willow to assess the newcomer… and my heart sank.

      Nikolai.

      He was a member of my father’s personal guard, and one of the biggest men I’d ever met. He stood a couple inches taller than me and was built of nothing but muscle and aggression. His hair was shaved close to his head on the sides, leaving a long mohawk down the middle.

      Willow had whipped around at the sound of the door sliding open, and now she stood tense and ready, watching Nikolai approach.

      The hulking man stopped ten feet from her and turned to look up at Carrick. Darting furtive glances at him, Willow did the same.

      Good, wildcat. Keep your guard up. Stay alert.

      Carrick rose from the large wooden throne he sat on, holding up his hands to silence the crowd. His voice boomed out across the large space, deep and measured.

      “The rules of this trial are simple. Two opponents have entered the arena. Only one can be victorious. To win, you must incapacitate your opponent.”

      Jerrett snorted beside me, and Sol grimaced.

      Incapacitate. It was a word used to make this trial seem safer and easier than those that would follow. In truth, most often it was synonymous with the word kill.

      “The winner will be judged on their skills and declared by me. Good luck, Willow Tate.”

      Carrick smiled magnanimously down at her, but my wildcat had already dismissed him. She pivoted to face Nikolai, making sure the large vampire didn’t have her back. He stepped to his left, and she mirrored the motion, her footsteps a little shaky, but her eyes alert and focused.

      Watching them circle each other, I felt my own muscles bunching as if I were the one about to launch an attack against Nikolai. My right arm twitched, then my left—as if I could somehow guide Willow’s movements from afar.

      I stifled a curse. Sol is wrong. She’s not well-trained enough for this.

      But I’d spent many hours in the basement room working with her. And she’d spent more hours than that running drills and working on her own. She’d been determined to master her abilities, and I could only hope her determination would pay off now.

      Quick as a striking snake, Nikolai leapt forward, swinging his meaty fist toward Willow’s head. She yelped and ducked, barely avoiding his blow. Nausea roiled my stomach. I’d enjoyed sparring with the wildcat—much, much more than I should have—but watching her fight an opponent who actually wanted to harm her was torture.

      She danced out of the way, staying light on her feet and avoiding his next few strikes. The crowd roared like a singular entity each time Nikolai came close.

      This round of the trials would be played out with no weapons, but that wasn’t necessarily a mercy. Fangs could tear through flesh as easily as a blade.

      Nikolai, slowly realizing that this beautiful, sweet-looking woman was a more formidable opponent than he’d expected, stopped toying with her and began attacking in earnest.

      He moved so fast his body was a blur, diving for her again and again.

      But Willow was faster. As his attacks ramped up, so did her defense. She ducked and dodged like lightning personified, faster than I’d ever seen a newly turned vampire move.

      She hadn’t been that fast when I’d fought her. But she was improving so quickly, adapting to the change so well. It must be the fae blood in her that gave her an extra boost of strength and speed.

      I glanced at my father from the corner of my eye, half-afraid he’d recognize Willow’s nearly impossible abilities for what they were. Would anyone else in the stands notice and become suspicious?

      Nikolai had boxed Willow in against one wall of the arena and was pressing his advantage. He leapt toward her, but she ducked under his reaching arms, rolling on the dry dirt when she landed. Before he could pivot, she rose and threw herself on his back, attaching to him like a leech.

      The giant vampire roared, pawing at her and baring his fangs. Willow’s own fangs glinted as she scrambled higher onto his back, wrapping one arm around his chest and grabbing a fistful of his mohawk with her other hand. The crowd let out a collective gasp as she pulled his head roughly to the side.

      The fear and adrenaline of the fight had brought her most primal instincts to the surface. Bloodlust burned in her eyes as she wrapped her legs around his waist, her head rearing back to strike.

      Unreasonable jealousy burned in my veins at the thought of her drinking Nikolai’s blood. Up until that moment, she had only drunk from my brothers and me. I hated the thought of another man’s blood sliding down her throat. Jerrett’s hands tightened on the armrest of his chair next to me as he struggled with his own reaction, and I knew I wasn’t alone in my feelings.

      But it would keep her alive. It was a miracle she’d managed to gain an advantage over Nikolai, and she couldn’t let that upper hand go. This was her chance.

      Do it, wildcat. Do it.

      I clenched my jaw until my teeth nearly cracked, all my muscles tensing as I watched her lower her head to his neck.

      But as she did, her gaze flew up to the stands, landing directly on me. She stared into my eyes as if no distance at all separated us, as if she weren’t in the middle of an arena locked in a deadly battle with a vicious vampire.

      Her fangs retreated.

      She relaxed her grip on Nikolai’s hair.

      The crowd, which had been whipped up into a fever pitch by her unexpected attack, groaned their disappointment.

      “No, Willow tree… What are you doing?” Sol’s tortured murmur told me he sensed exactly what had happened.

      “Fuck. Fuck!”

      Jerrett’s response wasn’t nearly as subtle as Sol’s, and Carrick glanced our way. A smug smile crossed his face before he turned back to the fight.

      Nikolai, sensing Willow’s hesitation, turned the tables. He threw his heavy weight to the side, using the momentum to dislodge Willow from her perch on his back. She flew through the air, rolling in a tumble of limbs when she hit the ground before slamming into the arena wall.

      My brothers and I were half out of our seats, muscles straining with tension, when Willow leapt back to her feet. She dove out of Nikolai’s way as he reached for her, then threw herself at his massive body again. This time, she didn’t stop climbing him. Instead of clinging to his back, she continued scaling his body until she sat on his shoulders.

      The fierce wildcat grabbed another huge fistful of Nikolai’s hair, using it as a handhold as she wrapped her legs around his neck, squeezing tight.

      Nikolai’s bellow was cut off in a gurgling wheeze. He ran at the wall of the arena, throwing himself and Willow against it. The impact forced a harsh cry from her lips, but she didn’t release her grasp. The large man bared his fangs, trying to bury them in her thigh, but she kept yanking his head back by the hair, preventing him from biting her.

      Thank God. If he tasted her blood, he’d learn what my brothers and I already knew.

      The huge warrior shook his body like a dog, but Willow clung tenaciously. His arms clutching at her thighs, he leapt backward, slamming to the ground on his back. Willow hit first, absorbing more of the impact than he did. Her pained grunt rose above the din of the crowd, and my heart stopped.

      But Nikolai was losing strength. Vampires were stronger and faster than humans and possessed shadow magic that no human ever would—but we were not invincible. Our hearts still beat, and we still required oxygen.

      And the brutish fighter wrapped in Willow’s legs was running out.

      He rolled to his side, dragging the wildcat with him. They were both covered in dust and grime from the arena floor, and Willow’s hair had come free from its binding. It fell over her face, making her look truly wild as she let out a primal scream, nearly crushing Nikolai’s neck between her thighs.

      Finally, the vampire’s eyes rolled back in his head. His hands slipped from her legs, falling limp against the packed earth.

      The crowd fell silent.

      There was no sound as Willow slowly unwound her legs from Nikolai and crawled on hands and knees away from his limp form.

      A buzzing reached my ears, and I realized suddenly that the crowd was roaring. They’d never stopped, but my mind had momentarily blocked out their fevered shouts as my focus honed in on Willow like a beacon.

      Vaguely, I was aware of Carrick standing and declaring Willow the victor. I felt his gaze on me as he turned to regard me. But I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the wild, beautiful creature in the arena.

      She rose to her feet slowly, bruised and battered, but alive.

      Her chest heaved as she stared up at the cheering crowd, taking in the sight around her. Then she looked at me again, and in the depths of her hazel eyes, something glinted like the flash of a blade.

      Triumph.
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      My head broke through the surface of the water, and I pulled in a deep breath. The window was open, and the night air was chilly, but it felt amazing on my warm, flushed skin.

      The bruises and lumps that had adorned my body after the fight were already fading. I could barely feel them anymore; in another hour, they’d be gone completely.

      Being in the arena had been like having an out of body experience in front of hundreds of people. I could vividly remember standing behind the huge door waiting to enter the large space, wondering what awaited me out there. After that, my memories dissolved into a series of images and sensations. Some moments seemed sped up so fast they rushed by in a blur, and some slowed down like molasses, giving me time to see every detail of the massive vampire’s face, to count every hair in his mohawk.

      As soon as the fight was over and I was led back through the large doors into the tunnels that passed under the arena, I’d braced a hand on the wall and heaved until nothing else would come up.

      Then, nerves had hit me, making my knees wobble so badly I could hardly walk on my own.

      I hadn’t needed to, though. A moment later, all three brothers had appeared in the hallway. Malcolm had dismissed the guards escorting me, and Jerrett and Sol had each taken an elbow, supporting me as I walked back to the castle. Jerrett had murmured profanity laden praise under his breath, and Sol had muttered thankful prayers to Fate. Malcolm had remained silent, but the intense looks he kept shooting me said enough.

      I did it. I survived my first trial.

      My stomach wobbled with nerves again at the thought. I wasn’t out of the woods yet. More trials awaited me, and if they were anything like that one, the odds of surviving the next weren’t great.

      I closed my eyes, breathing in the lavender-scented steam from the bath. That was a problem for another day. Today, I was still alive.

      And I was going to enjoy every minute I stayed that way.

      After lingering in the bath until the water turned tepid and my fingers turned pruny, I stood and stepped out.

      The cool air hit my flushed skin, and I darted across the room to pluck a soft, fluffy towel from the rack. I patted myself down, noticing how the pink flush to my skin made the runes carved on my arms, stomach, and legs stand out in stark relief. They were usually almost unnoticeable, but now they almost seemed to glow.

      As I stared at them, a prickly feeling worked its way across the runes, the healed cuts itching like newly formed scars. Dropping the towel, I wrapped my arms around myself, rubbing hard at my skin.

      I turned to grab the clothes I’d set out near the bath, but before my next footstep hit the stone floor, the world seemed to tilt. Dizziness made my head swim as the floor rose up to meet me. I threw my hands out, hoping to brace my fall—but I never felt myself land. My consciousness left my body, continuing straight through the floor.

      Into darkness.

      Into empty space.

      Into complete nothingness.

      Panic wrapped around me like a choking vine, but I forced it back. I knew what this was. It hadn’t happened in a while, but I knew by now what a vision felt like.

      What had brought this one on?

      And what did my Sight have to show me?

      Finally, the obliterating darkness slipped away, replaced by the regular darkness of a moonlit night.

      Tall shapes rose all around me, their gnarled, gaunt limbs reaching for the sky. Trees. I was in a forest somewhere.

      My consciousness hovered in a small, mossy clearing. Several stones were laid out in a rough circle, and beyond that…

      It was the two women from the forest outside the church. Their hoods were thrown back this time, finally allowing me to see their faces clearly.

      They were beautiful, and their features were such an exact match it was as if someone had photocopied the original and set her duplicate beside her. Each had a long, delicate nose, high cheekbones, arched brows, and pouty lips. Their skin was like porcelain, pale and smooth, and their white-blonde hair was piled on their heads in matching elaborate styles.

      They looked sweet and innocent, completely out of place in this dark, forbidding forest.

      Just like the shades had been, they seemed unaware of my presence as they stood shoulder to shoulder, looking down at the mossy stretch of earth before them. Their heads tilted to the side in unison, their hands moving together in such a graceful dance that they looked like a single, four-armed entity.

      Light began to glow from a small object resting on the ground in front of them. A moment later, the ground itself seemed to light up, as if someone were shining a bright beam up from below the earth.

      A desiccated, withered hand forced its way out of the soft dirt. Another hand followed, and they braced against the soft moss as the creature hauled itself out of the ground. Runes shone from its gray skin, and the skin itself clung to the skeleton underneath like shrink wrap. Its head swiveled slowly, tilting up toward the women, who continued gesturing in synchronicity, muttering under their breath.

      Then the creature before them began to fade and dissolve, morphing into one of the shadow creatures I knew all too well. It grew wider and taller, the shadows coalescing around its body, giving it more substance.

      The strange sisters stopped speaking. They swept their hands to one side, and the creature floated off to join a small group of shades that hovered at the edge of the clearing behind the women.

      I shifted my focus back to the glowing object on the ground. A small wooden carving. The glow it gave off was fading, the beams that had illuminated the women’s faces retreating toward the object as if it were actually pulling light into itself. When the last few rays disappeared, the carving crumbled to dust.

      The sisters clucked softly, one starting the sound and the other finishing it, like some sort of strange half-echo.

      Crouching down, the one on the right sifted her fingers through the pile of dust at her feet. She looked back up at her sister, cocking her head to one side.

      Her sister cocked her head in the other direction and hummed softly to herself.

      “Need something stronger.”

      The words were a shared murmur that passed between them. I couldn’t tell if one had spoken or both had, but before I could hear anything else, I began to drift away, flying backward through the dense woods, leaving the scene behind.

      Darkness claimed me again.
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      My body jerked as my consciousness slammed back into it like a meteor striking earth. I gasped and sat up quickly, disoriented, clammy, and cold.

      I was also still stark naked, sprawled out on the floor of my bathroom, right where I’d probably fallen when the vision took me. At least I’d been able to put my hands out in time to brace myself, so I hadn’t fallen face-first onto the hard stone. My right wrist ached, and I thought maybe I’d sprained it when I landed—but it was already mostly healed.

      How long had I been passed out?

      And what had I seen?

      I dug through my memories of the vision quickly, trying to sort through and solidify the images I remembered, like pinning down a dream before it evaporated with the fog of sleep.

      Well, that settles it. The women I saw at the church are definitely the ones behind the shade attacks.

      They were the ones bringing those creatures back from the dead and controlling them. Judging by the number gathered around them, it appeared they’d nearly replaced the ones we killed in our last fight.

      Did they have more?

      I braced my hand against the wall and stood slowly. Then I staggered over to the bathtub and dipped my fingers in the water. It was cold. I must’ve been out for a while.

      The sky outside the window glowed lighter than it’d been before. It was morning, although that was heralded by only a slight brightening of the sky here in the Penumbra.

      Quickly, I slipped on the dark green, long-sleeved dress I’d picked out earlier. Most of the castle might be sleeping already, but I needed to tell someone about my vision. I threw on a pair of soft flats and stepped out into the hallway, glancing around nervously.

      No one wandered the halls, but I still moved quickly as I darted across to Sol’s room and knocked softly. He opened the door a moment later, his hair slightly sleep-mussed, but his sightless eyes alert.

      “Willow? What is it?”

      I didn’t bother asking how he knew it was me; he’d probably sensed who it was before he even opened the door. He may be blind, but he was more perceptive than most people with perfect sight.

      “I had a vision. Of the two women who are controlling the shades. They’re… well, I don’t know what they are, but they looked human-ish. They’re beautiful and strange looking. And they’re raising the shades from the dead.”

      The words poured out of me in a rush, but Sol took them in stride, processing the information quickly and nodding to me. “What else?”

      “Well, that was it. I couldn’t tell where they were; I didn’t see any landmarks that would give me a clue like last time. I need to go back, I need to see more!”

      I was practically bouncing up and down with jittery excitement. How had I even fallen into a vision this time? Prior to this, the only visions I’d had were preceded by me making out heavily with one of the vampire brothers. A little twinge of disappoint niggled at me as I realized physical contact with them wasn’t the only way to bring on a vision. But my excitement rose at the prospect of being able to control my Sight at will.

      Sol’s lips tilted up. “Actually, I may be able to help you with that. I’ve been doing more research on Sight. None of the vampires in the Penumbra have it, although there are still some vampires in other clans who do. I’ve been able to cobble together some ideas of how the strongest seers bring on and control their visions. I can try to talk you through it if you’d like.”

      My jaw dropped open. He’d done all that for me? “Yes! Hell yes!”

      He chuckled lightly, stepping out of his room and closing the door behind him. “Good. Let’s find a better place to practice. Have you been outside during the daylight hours here yet?”

      “No.” I lit up at the prospect. “Can we go?”

      “Of course. Come with me.”

      He tucked my hand into the crook of his elbow in that gentlemanly way he had before leading me through the long hallways of the castle and down several flights of stairs. I had no idea where we were going, but I trusted him not to steer me wrong.

      We didn’t talk as we walked, but the silence was comfortable. I liked the feel of his hard bicep muscle under my fingertips, the warmth of his skin radiating through his soft long-sleeved shirt.

      With Sol, I felt grounded and taken care of. Malcolm often seemed tormented, and Jerrett seemed cocky, but Sol always seemed so sure. Maybe it was because he put so much faith in Fate. He knew she had a path laid out for him, and he was content to walk it, come what may.

      I hoped one day I could be as accepting of the twists and turns life threw at me as he was, but I didn’t see that day coming anytime soon.

      Guess it’s a good thing I have Sol in my life then.

      My fingers tightened unconsciously around his arm at the thought, and he tilted his head down toward me.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “Fate,” I said simply.

      The green of his irises sparkled like gems next to the white of his pupils. “I thank her every day for bringing us to you.”

      “Me too.”

      I could’ve happily walked aimlessly around the castle for hours basking in the warm smile that broke across Sol’s face at those words, but a moment later, we turned down a new corridor. Two guards were stationed near the doorway at the end, and Sol nodded to them as he pushed open the door and led me out into a beautiful garden.

      The scents of dozens of different flowers floated on the air, not overpowering or cloying, but pure and sweet. The sun shone low on the horizon, a dull red-orange ball that glowed through the haze of darkness like a hunter’s moon. Stone pathways wended through the perfectly landscaped flowers and hedges.

      “Oh, wow,” I breathed. “Sol, this is incredible. How do these flowers even bloom when it’s always night here?”

      “Thanks to the same power that grants us eternal night. Magic.”

      Magic. I shook my head in wonder.

      Jerrett had once casually mentioned that Yuliya conjured a bunch of baking equipment for me. Sol spoke with the same easy tone when he explained how the Penumbra worked. Maybe after a couple hundred years, I wouldn’t think twice about it either. But for now, my brain almost exploded every time I thought too hard about magic.

      We wandered through the garden, venturing so deep into its floral bounty that we lost sight of the castle entrance.

      Finally, Sol stopped in front of a large, ornate marble fountain. He pulled me down to sit next to him on the fountain’s edge, turning toward me. I hiked my dress up a little and tucked one leg under me so I could face him.

      “So you’ve been learning about the Sight?” I asked eagerly.

      “I have.” He nodded slowly, seeming to be organizing his thoughts. “As I said, a few vampires here know someone who possesses it, so they’ve been able to tell me more about how it works. Although it maybe be slightly different for you, since your Sight is derived from fae magic.”

      I adjusted my position, pulling my other leg up under me too. “That makes sense.”

      “To that end, I’ve been doing more research on fae magic in general. I’ve been visiting the library frequently for books that might help me decipher the runes you and the shades wear, so it was easy enough to dig a little deeper and expand my research.”

      “Yeah? What have you found out?” I glanced around carefully as we spoke, although I was certain Sol wouldn’t be talking about this if he could sense anyone within hearing distance of us.

      “Sight is only one kind of magic possessed by the fae. Other common abilities include glamour—shifting our perception of reality, essentially—and creating portals. Not all fae possess the same types or strength of magic though, so it’s anyone’s guess what you can do.”

      My mouth had dropped open slightly as he spoke, and I closed it quickly, glad he hadn’t been able to see me sitting there slack-jawed.

      But what the actual holy hell? I could do magic?

      I wanted to ask him a million more questions, but I could feel my brain pulsing against the confines of my skull already. I needed more time to process this new information. If I dug into it too fast, my brain would explode, and Sol looked too damn delicious to be splattered with gray matter.

      So instead, I focused on the original purpose for this excursion.

      “Do you really think you can help me have visions?”

      Sol shrugged his strong shoulders. “I don’t know, Willow tree. I still don’t have firsthand experience with Sight. But I think I understand it better now. I want to try.”

      I let out a half-laugh. “I’ll take anything I can get. Beggars can’t be choosers.”

      Sol smiled, turning his upper body more fully toward me. His hands came to rest gently on my knees, his thumbs making soft circles that both distracted me and soothed me.

      “Have you always had strange dreams, Willow?”

      My brow furrowed. “Um, yeah, actually.”

      “That’s a side effect of being a seer. Your Sight is constantly reaching out, like feelers you put into the world. It grabs little tidbits of information, and those end up in your dreams.”

      “Weird.” I wasn’t sure I liked that idea, but it did explain the odd dreams I’d always had.

      “The main point is, your Sight is always extending outward from you, searching. You just need to learn how to go with it whenever you want. So far, you’ve only had visions brought on by intense experiences. But you should be able to enter a trance-like state that will allow you to slip into a vision.”

      I cleared my throat. “So… we’re not going to try the… other way?”

      Sol laughed. His spicy scent mingled with the flowers around us, a pleasant contrast to the sweetness. “As much as I’d like to, no. Not this time.”

      Trying not to let my disappointment show, I followed Sol’s prompts as he directed me to close my eyes and let my breathing become slow and steady. I’d never really been the meditating type—my brain worked too fast and didn’t like to slow down—so I had serious doubts about whether this would work.

      But Sol was patient. Incredibly patient.

      His soft voice and the rhythmic circles of his thumbs on my knees gave me something to focus on, and I found myself getting lost in those twin sensations. My mind began to drift like a piece of wood floating on a lazy river. Slowly, without direction or purpose.

      We might’ve sat there for hours. I lost track of time as I floated in this hazy space where it was peaceful and quiet.

      Suddenly, the familiar sinking sensation of a vision filled me. My soul took on extra weight, and I fell out of my body, drifting through blackness.

      It’s working!

      Trying to contain my excitement so I wouldn’t jerk myself out of this vision, I let my consciousness pass through the black void.

      But when the world coalesced around me, I wasn’t floating in space like usual. I was inside a body. My own body.

      And someone was inside me.

      I looked up into a pair of bright green eyes just as Sol plunged forward again, his thick cock stretching me and filling me.

      A cry of surprised pleasure tumbled from my lips. My inner walls clamped around him, and my clit throbbed as he buried himself to the hilt. My body was on fire, flushed and damp with sweat as he kissed me, sending a torrent of sensations racing through my body.

      Sol braced himself above me, thrusting deep again and again, and I clung to his arms to anchor myself as a powerful orgasm overwhelmed me. His beautiful, enigmatic eyes saw everything and nothing as I shattered around him, sobbing with pleasure.

      The world exploded in a swirl of bright light and absolute darkness, and I felt myself spiraling through it.

      Then I jerked, pitching sideways and almost ending up in the clear blue water of the fountain. With a yelp, I tried to brace myself on the marble edge. Sol’s large hands darted out to catch my shoulders, and I looked up at him, wide-eyed.

      We were in the garden, just like we’d been before.

      I was dressed.

      He was dressed.

      Everything was exactly as it had been when I closed my eyes.

      So why could I still feel the stretch of his cock and his hot hands branding my skin? Why could I still see the look of worship and ecstasy on his face?

      “What happened, Willow tree? Did it work?”

      “Yes… I think so.” My voice was shaky. “It was different than before though. I was… there. And it wasn’t a vision of something happening right now. It couldn’t have been.”

      His brows drew together, a small line appearing between them. “Did you have a vision of the future?”

      My heart thudded in my chest as I contemplated his question. I licked my lips and could’ve sworn I still tasted the spicy essence of Sol on them.

      “I… I don’t know.”
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      For the eight months I’d worked at Osiris, my co-worker Grace had been my unofficial wing woman.

      Her only goal? To get me laid.

      I hadn’t seen her since the night I went to visit the bar for a drink and some impromptu dancing, and now that I’d quit, I wasn’t sure when—or if—I’d ever see her again. But apparently, my Sight had taken on the role in her absence.

      Sheesh. If it’s not visions brought on by getting to second base, it’s visions of the hottest sex I’ve ever had.

      Or not had. Yet.

      My Sight was obviously just as sexually frustrated as I was.

      But had that vision been real? Was it really a glimpse into the future?

      I’d evaded Sol’s questions about what I’d seen, promising him it wasn’t anything relevant to the search for the shades or the two weird sisters behind them. My cheeks had turned bright red, and every touch of his hand as he escorted me back to my room, no matter how innocent, had sent butterflies flapping like crazy in my stomach.

      The question of whether or not it was a true foresight had gnawed at my brain over the past few days. My visions had never been wrong so far. But they’d never predicted the future either. Was I going to have sex with Sol?

      And why am I standing here wondering if it’s going to come true, when I could very easily make it come true if I just walked over to his room, knocked on the door, and jumped on him?

      I made a sour face at my reflection in the full-length mirror, twisting and pinning the last piece of hair into place. My hair didn’t often like to stay in basic ponytails, so getting it to cooperate with an elaborate updo was always a challenge, but I was pretty happy with the results of my efforts.

      The truth was, I’d almost worked up the nerve to go to Sol’s room several times, but something always stopped me.

      Fear.

      I knew what I wanted. I’d made my peace with the new version of myself—the one who craved physical contact in a way I never had before, and who reveled in wanton sensuality.

      But the more sure I became about what I wanted, the less sure I felt about what the brothers wanted. Each of them had expressed interest in me, either by saying it outright or through their actions. But none of them had pressed for more. None of them had made a move. Malcolm had even pulled away after our intense session on the training room floor.

      So maybe I was wrong about all of this. Maybe none of them really wanted me—not the way I wanted them. There had been plenty of opportunities, and these domineering alpha men didn’t seem like the types to hold back if they wanted something.

      An uncomfortable disappointment twisted my gut as I brushed my hands over the front of my dress. The world wouldn’t end if they didn’t want me. And I refused to base my sense of self-worth on whether my attraction to these three men was returned.

      I knocked out a powerful vampire warrior with my fucking thigh muscles. I’m strong. And I’m beautiful.

      The dress shimmered softly as my hands slid over the fabric. It was an iridescent purple that almost seemed to shift colors depending on how the light struck it. The style of the dress was modern and elegant, sleeveless with a high neckline and keyhole back.

      For someone who had only a single nice dress in her closet back home, it always felt a little surreal to don these stunning ensembles. Like I was a little girl who’d snuck into her mom’s room to play dress-up.

      Carrick ran his castle like a fucking cruise ship—with good food, a regimented schedule, and plenty of entertainment. It seemed as though almost every night there was an elaborate feast with decadent food and drink, dancing, and celebrating. But tonight was a bigger deal than usual. The brothers had been able to get me out of attending most of the dinners Carrick hosted, but the king had refused to give me a pass on this one.

      Because it was in my honor.

      Tomorrow, I would face my second trial, and tonight was supposed to be a celebration of that.

      The planned dinner felt a little bit like a last meal, but I tried not to think of it that way. I’d survived one fight. I could survive the next one too.

      A soft rap on the door pulled me from my thoughts before they could spiral too far into worry and nerves.

      “Come in!” I called. Carrick hadn’t visited my room since that first time, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t him. The scent of smoke and cloves drifted into my nostrils, pulling a smile to my lips.

      Jerrett poked his head into the room before swinging the door open with a long wolf whistle. “Fuck me sideways, sweetheart. You’re a goddamn knockout.”

      Malcolm and Sol stood behind him. They were all dressed in tailored suits that highlighted the lines of their tall, muscular bodies, broad shoulders, and lean waists. They looked good enough to eat, and I swore drool actually pooled in the corner of my mouth.

      I wasn’t the only one staring. Jerrett still had his lips pursed, though his whistle had died out, and the look on Malcolm’s face made me blush. Sol looked almost sad, and I realized that although in some ways he could “see” me better than either of his brothers, in moments like this, his sightlessness kept him from experiencing the world the way they did.

      The three brothers stepped into the room, and I crossed over to Sol, taking his hand and gliding it across the soft, silky fabric that covered my shoulder. “It’s purple. A deep purple that sort of changes color in the light.”

      His beaming smile was worth all the uncertainty about my vision and his feelings. Regardless of what my Sight had shown me, regardless of whatever may or may not exist between us, I could tell my gesture had touched him.

      “You’re lovely, Willow tree. Inside and out.” He traced his hand down my dress, brushing the side of my breast and trailing his fingers over my waist.

      Jerrett muttered something that sounded like “lucky bastard” when Sol took my arm to escort me from the room.

      “I’m nervous, is what I am,” I admitted in a low voice, as Jerrett and Malcolm fell into step beside us. “Carrick said this feast is in my honor. Do I actually have to do anything? Or just show up and eat?”

      “You won’t be expected to make a speech or anything.” Malcolm grimaced. “But be prepared for all eyes to be on you. My father never stops playing games, and his aim tonight is to put you under scrutiny.”

      “Why?”

      “He wants to make you doubt yourself.”

      Great. Like I needed any help with that.

      “This is all a fucking waste of time,” Jerrett muttered under his breath. “The feasts. Your trials. They’re all distractions from what we should be doing—hunting down those crazy-ass sisters and their army of shades.”

      I licked my lips, hating what I was about to say. “The hunt doesn’t have to stop. You guys don’t have to stay here just because I—”

      Three low growls cut me off. The men stopped walking, all of them turning to face me as if they’d practiced this move a dozen times.

      “Good fucking luck getting rid of us, sweetheart.” Jerrett narrowed his eyes, his sharp features stony.

      “We stay.”

      That was all Malcolm said, but there was such finality in his words that it left no room for argument. Not that I would’ve put up a fight anyway. I sure as hell didn’t want them to go. I needed their protection, their wisdom and strength. I needed them.

      We didn’t discuss it any further as we made our way to the great hall. I was relieved the brothers were determined to stay with me, but I hated that they had to choose between their sworn duty as hunters and protecting me. I’d filled Jerrett and Malcolm in on my vision of the weird sisters, and I could tell we all felt the same sense of urgency.

      They were building an undead army for some purpose. And the longer it took us to go after them, the bigger their army would get.

      Yet here we were, dressed to the nines and about to attend a lavish feast.

      Malcolm had been right about his father’s intentions. When we entered the great hall, the place was already packed with vampires seated around large tables. All eyes turned to us, and I felt like I had a thousand-watt spotlight trained on me. Hitching in a deep breath and tightening my grip on Sol’s arm, I accompanied the men up to a large table near the front of the room where empty seats waited for us.

      Carrick sat at the middle of the long table, gazing out over his people. His sycophantic entourage sat nearby, and several guards were stationed against the wall behind him.

      His smug dark eyes watched me as the men and I settled in at the far end of the long table, but I studiously ignored him. As I gazed around at the assembled crowd, I realized something was different.

      There were humans here.

      Lots of them.

      They sat at tables alongside the vampires and were finely dressed, but they still stood out like sore thumbs. They looked plainer—weaker—than the supernatural beings around them. There was a mix of men and women, and they all had slightly dazed looks on their faces.

      “Are they here for dinner or to be dinner?” I whispered, leaning over to speak into Malcolm’s ear.

      “Both.” His voice was hard. “They’ll eat with us, and as the evening progresses, vampires will feed from them. Feasts like this usually devolve into blood orgies by the end of the night.”

      I shot him a glance. “And you don’t approve?”

      He gave a noncommittal shrug, but his jaw tightened. I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean, but I didn’t want to press him while we were under such intense scrutiny.

      A short while later, the first course was served by human servants. Then the second and third. Each dish was elaborate and opulent, made with ingredients I was sure I couldn’t even pronounce. With my heightened senses picking up every nuance of flavor, I was in foodie heaven, attacking each dish with enthusiasm the moment it was placed in front of me.

      When we reached the fourth course, I finally looked up from my plate to find all three of the brothers staring at me… along with the rest of the room. I’d completely forgotten I was the main attraction of this feast.

      I swallowed quickly, dabbing at my lips with a napkin—see? I had some manners—and setting down my fork. “What? It’s good!”

      Malcolm’s eyes had been clouded over with worry since the night we arrived here, but for the first time in days, the veil lifted. His rich brown irises were alight with humor as he gazed at me.

      “I’ve just never seen someone attack their food with such ferocity—unless it was living.”

      I smirked. “Hey, I like to eat. I’m not going to apologize for that.”

      “And you shouldn’t.”

      His eyes darkened slightly, hunger mixing with the humor.

      Now that I’d noticed their eyes on me, I couldn’t seem to turn off that awareness. When the next course was delivered, I dove into it with gusto, keenly aware of Jerrett watching me lick my lips, and Sol grinning widely as I made little sounds of pleasure.

      The tone of the entire room seemed to shift at some point, morphing from an enjoyment of food to other sensual pleasures. At the tables before us, I noticed the human women dropping the straps of their fancy gowns, leaning provocatively into the vampire bodies around them. I almost dropped my glass of wine when I saw one vampire turn, quick as lightning, and latch onto the pale skin of the redhead next to him.

      Her eyes rolled back in pleasure, and his throat worked rhythmically as he drank. One hand cupped the back of her neck, while the other roamed over her body, massaging her breasts and stroking her stomach before slipping under her skirt.

      I let out a breath of surprise, wrenching my gaze away. Neither he nor she seemed bothered about the presence of hundreds of witnesses as she moved needily against his hand.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered.

      “Are you all right?” Sol’s voice was soft.

      “Yeah. I just didn’t quite expect—I mean, I know you warned me, I just…” My words trailed off, and I glanced around the room again. The first vamp and his redheaded human weren’t the only ones locked in an embrace anymore. “Do they enjoy that?”

      The answer seemed painfully obvious, if the muffled moans and sighs reaching my ears were to be believed.

      “They do.” Malcolm was the one to answer this time. He stared out at the sea of bodies before us with a tight expression on his face. “The feeling of being fed from can be very pleasurable, and it’s easy for humans to become addicted to it.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s not so bad then, I guess.”

      “No, except most of these humans aren’t here by choice. They didn’t volunteer for this life or come to us willingly. Many of them were hikers on the Appalachian trail, plucked from their camps in the cover of night and brought here. If you asked them now if they wanted to leave, they would refuse, but that’s because they’re enthralled. Addicted.”

      My stomach turned slightly. All the humans in this room seemed to be having a very good time. But did their submission to the vampires still count as voluntary if they weren’t in their right minds?

      “Are all the humans enthralled?”

      “No, not all. But most. Some don’t fall under the spell as easily as others.”

      I was starting to understand more and more why Malcolm and his brothers had made a vow not to drink fresh blood. Still, even knowing what I did now, a small thrill crept up my spine at the thought of drinking from someone, or of having someone else drink from me.

      I’d never want to feed from an unwilling person or coerce someone, but…

      “Do vampires ever drink from each other?”

      I turned my gaze back to the men around me in time to see them all react to that question. Sol breathed deeply through his nose, and Jerrett let out a frustrated groan.

      “Good Christ, you’re killing me, sweetheart. Asking that so innocently, with those beautiful hazel eyes so big and wide.”

      “Well, of course they’re wide! Do you see what’s going on around us?” I hissed under my breath.

      “I know, Will.” He chuckled, running his hand through his hair. “And I know you can’t help it. You’re just so damned tempting sometimes it makes me contemplate stupid things.”

      Malcolm shot Jerrett a quelling look then turned to me. “Yes. Vampires sometimes feed from each other, either for pleasure or for healing. In the right context, it feels… good… for both the receiver and the giver. And it temporarily boosts a vampire’s strength and healing abilities to feed from another of our kind.”

      “But we can’t feed from you, Willow tree. Ever.” Sol’s voice was sad but blunt. “It would drive us mad with power and hunger. We wouldn’t be able to handle it.”

      He didn’t elaborate any further, probably because he didn’t want to be overheard by anyone in this room. But I knew enough by now to understand the implication of his words. They couldn’t feed from me because I was fae. The blood in my veins would drive them mad with lust for more, an all-consuming hunger that wouldn’t die until I did.

      A shiver worked its way down my spine as one of the servants whisked away my plate, setting a carafe of wine down on the table.

      As dangerous as it was, as stupid as it was, part of me wanted to drive these three men mad like that.
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      The feast continued well into the morning, but the brothers excused us from the room quickly after the meal was over. I had a hard time keeping my head from swiveling back and forth like I was some kind of gawking tourist as Malcolm steered me through the room with a firm grip on my elbow.

      I found myself inexplicably flushed and warm, and I could feel my pulse throbbing in my core. I’d never been around such wanton carnality before, and it stirred something inside me that would’ve scared the shit out of me a month ago. My reaction didn’t frighten me anymore, but that didn’t mean I was ready to jump into a blood-orgy with a roomful of strangers just yet.

      With three stunning brothers in the privacy of my room though? Yeah, that idea was starting to appeal to me a lot.

      So much so, in fact, that I had to bite back my whimper of disappointment when Sol, Jerrett, and Malcolm delivered me to my door and stood back to let me enter my room alone.

      Sure, tomorrow night I’d be facing another dangerous trial, and I should probably get some sleep and save my energy for that. The logical side of my brain knew it was probably for the best, but the illogical side didn’t care. She was desperate to kiss each one of these men again, to pick up where she’d left off with all of them and see where things went from there.

      The only small consolation for my frustrated desire was seeing the same feelings reflected on each of the men’s faces as Malcolm pressed a goblet of deer blood into my hands. He’d sent a servant to fetch it when we left the great hall.

      Weirdly, it made me feel better knowing the brothers didn’t want to leave any more than I wanted them to go. Maybe they really did want me, did care about me like I cared about them, but our timing just hadn’t been right yet. Maybe once one or two of the threats hovering over our heads were dealt with, we could…

      Damnit, Willow. Focus. Live through tomorrow first.

      I closed the door softly behind them, groaning at my pent up yearnings. Then I drained the goblet of blood, slipped off the dress I’d worn to dinner, and threw on a soft nightgown before curling up under the sheets in the large bed. A chill hung in the air, but the bedding was so soft and warm, I hardly even noticed.

      The delicious food and wine from dinner settled in my belly, topped off by the satiating blood from the goblet. I felt so comfy, cozy, and warm it was almost impossible to imagine that tomorrow night, I’d be fighting for my life again.

      But the comfort was an illusion.

      And the danger looming over me was all too real.
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        * * *

      

      For the second time since I’d come to the Penumbra, I walked down the halls of the castle without my usual escort of three imposing vampire brothers. Instead, my escort consisted of two guards from Carrick’s retinue. They were both tall and broad, though neither of them came close to Malcolm’s brawn. And unlike when I traversed the halls with the brothers, I didn’t feel protected. If anything, these guys were here to make sure I didn’t try to flee the castle grounds rather than face my next trial.

      The possibility had occurred to me as I dressed this morning, but it’d only been a momentary thought, dismissed before it was fully formed. I couldn’t run now. Not without risking Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol’s lives. If I ran, Carrick would come after me, and the brothers would die trying to protect me.

      The best thing I could do was complete these trials quickly so we could get back to hunting the weird sisters and their murderous shades before they wreaked any more destruction.

      My stomach felt like it was full of live snakes, twisting and bunching so tightly it was hard to take a full breath. If I had thought successfully completing one trial would make me less afraid to face the second, I’d been dead wrong. If anything, I was more nervous now. I’d already used up so much of my dumb beginner’s luck. Did I have enough left to survive again?

      Just as they had last time, the guards escorted me into the back entrance of the arena and led me through the tunnels underneath the seating banks to the large wooden door. I pulled my ponytail tighter and rested my hands on my hips, biting my lip so hard it nearly bled.

      When the door swung open, I expected to see the dirt floor outside flooded with lights.

      I blinked.

      What on earth is this?

      The arena looked completely different.

      Instead of bare dirt, there were now shrubs, trees, and rocks scattered around the space. They couldn’t have grown in one day, so they must’ve been created by magic.

      The yellow-orange floodlights that had illuminated the entire arena floor had been replaced by small lanterns placed around the top of the ten-foot wall surrounding me. The rugged landscape of rock and plants cast misshapen shadows on the ground.

      I swallowed hard but squared my shoulders and walked toward the center of the arena. My gaze traveled up, as if pulled by a magnetic force, and landed on the men who had become my family. The platform where they sat with Carrick was lit well enough for me to read the expressions on each of their faces.

      Trying to ignore the worry I saw there, I focused on the pride I could see as well.

      Carrick stood, gesturing to the crowd for quiet. Then he looked down at me.

      “You’ve passed your first trial, Willow Tate. But the challenges you face are not over yet. To prove you are worthy of joining our great race, you must complete two more trials. Tonight, you will face a new opponent. And this time, you must kill your opponent to win.”

      My blood chilled. I distinctly remembered him using the word “incapacitate” last time. That’s why, as addled with bloodlust as I’d been, I hadn’t tried to kill the giant vampire I’d fought in my first trial. But now that was my only option?

      That wasn’t fucking fair. I didn’t want to have to kill anybody, and I hated that the only choice I had in this arena was now “kill or be killed.” This was just as barbaric as the gladiator battles in ancient Rome. Maybe it shouldn’t surprise me that ancient supernaturals followed such outdated practices, but I wished to Fate there was another way out of this.

      I turned away from the king, my body going tense and alert as I scanned the arena. In the dim, shadowy landscape, it was difficult to tell if my new opponent was already out here or not. I sniffed the air, but there were too many scents filling the space for me to tell if any of them might be a threat.

      Then a door opened on the far side of the arena, and my breath stopped.

      “Holy shit…”

      The giant that lumbered out of the tunnel was so big, he had to drop down into a low squat to fit through the large opening. When he stood, my head tipped back to take in his massive frame.

      Why the hell had Carrick bothered littering the arena floor with trees, scrub, and rocks? This hulking monster couldn’t hide behind any of them.

      But I can. Maybe—

      That thought went unfinished as the giant let out an earth-shaking roar and ripped the nearest tree from the ground. He threw it toward me, and the sight of an entire fucking tree flying toward me stunned me enough to freeze my feet to the ground for a moment.

      By the time the signals from my brain reached my muscles, I barely had time to dodge out of the way. I dove for the ground as the tree hurtled over me. It hit the packed dirt with a thundering crack, sending branches and dirt scattering like missiles.

      As the dust settled, I looked up in time to see the giant lumbering toward me.

      At least the monster’s size made him slow. I took advantage of my vampire speed and raced to the other side of the arena, putting more distance between us so I could gather my thoughts and make a plan of action. The giant blinked stupidly, squinting as he searched for me in the large space.

      My gaze darted around the arena, and I noticed something else was different from last time.

      Large weapons hung off the walls all around me—swords, axes, knives, whips, all there for the taking.

      I’d never fought with a sword in my life, but I was going to need all the help I could get against the giant. Darting forward, I hefted a short, thick-bladed sword from the wall. The one right next to it was massive, almost as tall as I was, and as tempting as it may look, I didn’t think I’d be able to use it effectively. I needed to stay light and quick.

      The ground shook as the giant ran toward me, crushing shrubs and knocking trees out of the way. Swallowing my fear, I ran back to the center of the arena, slipping into the shadow of a small boulder. When the giant lumbered past, I burst from the shadow, gripping my sword’s hilt with both hands and swinging for his leg.

      He was so tall I was only able to reach his mid-thigh. I’d have to bring him down to the ground to be able to reach the rest of him.

      But my sword rebounded off his thick hide, the shock traveling painfully up my arms as he roared in anger and skidded to a halt.

      Damn it. He must have some kind of magically impervious skin. I’d swung with all my strength, and it hadn’t even nicked him.

      I ducked into another shadow to hide, rubbing my throbbing shoulder. The giant bellowed again, reaching down to uproot the shrub I hid near. The shadow it cast disappeared, forcibly ejecting me. I stumbled, landing on my ass on the hard dirt. The giant tossed the shrub away and reached down again for me. His huge, thick fingers brushed my shoulders as I scooted across the ground, sliding through his legs and regaining my feet.

      Shit. He may be slow, but he was also almost impossible to injure. And if we played this game too long, I’d probably be the one to make a mistake first. I needed to end this quick.

      I looked back over my shoulder. The giant had turned toward me again, his yellow eyes glinting in the light as he glared down at me.

      His eyes.

      Maybe they weren’t as impervious as his skin was. It was the only chance I had.

      I just needed to get to them.

      Adjusting the grip on my sword, I ran toward the arena wall, holding back my vampire speed at first to give the giant a chance to track me. He gave a rumbling growl and turned to follow me, his thundering footsteps gaining on me.

      As I neared the wall, I put on a burst of speed, using all my strength to leap toward the ten-foot partition. My feet touched the wall about halfway up, and I pushed off again, pivoting to face the giant as he reached me. I flew through the air toward him, bracing my sword with both hands.

      It plunged into his eye, and he gave a screeching, snarling roar. The hilt was ripped from my hands as I dropped to the ground, and the giant stiffened, his roar trailing off into a moan. Then he collapsed, dropping to his knees before toppling onto his side.

      The ground shook with an almighty crash as his huge body landed. I stared at the massive, still form for a moment, my breath coming in sharp gasps.

      I killed him.

      The thought didn’t make triumph or pride swell in my chest. All it did was make me slightly nauseated. I had to believe this guy was a dangerous predator, and he’d certainly been out for my blood, but I still wouldn’t necessarily have chosen to kill him if I’d had a choice.

      Leaving the blood-covered blade where it was, I stalked back toward the end of the arena where Carrick sat above the fray. I wanted to look into the king’s eyes, wanted him to see that even though I played his games, I saw him for what he was.

      But when I tilted my head up toward the dais, something strange caught my eye. Rather than looking at me, Carrick gazed past me to my left. He gestured, giving a sharp nod, and I whirled.

      Another door opened on the far side of the arena.

      My blood froze. What? Was I supposed to fight something else? This wasn’t right, was it?

      Dimly, I was aware of raised voices behind me on the platform—Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol arguing with Carrick. But my brain blocked them all out as a new creature emerged from the gaping hole in the wall.

      A spider.

      A huge fucking spider. Its legs were like mini tree trunks and its body was at least as tall as me.

      Then it moved. And holy shit, unlike the giant, this thing was fast. It scuttled across the open space at the perimeter into the more densely filled area in the middle of the arena. In the dim light of the space, it was almost impossible to see the huge arachnid as it hid among the shrubs and trees.

      I gulped, scanning the landscape desperately. Where the hell was it?

      Not taking my eyes off the arena before me, I backed up slowly until I hit the wall. I reached out blindly and grabbed a weapon from its holder. Not a humungous sword, luckily. An axe.

      Gripping the handle, I hefted the weapon. I’d never used one of these in a fight either, but right now the heavy weight of the wood and metal was just about the most comforting thing I could think of.

      Slowly, I edged around the arena, keeping my back to the wall and straining all my senses to try to locate the massive spider.

      A flash of movement caught my eye. Leaves rustled on a tree ahead of me to my left, and I froze. My enhanced senses were nearly useless in this fight. Someone like Sol could probably have sorted through the overload of sensory input, but it was too much for me. The air was too thick with the scent of hundreds of vampires’ blood, and their din drowned out any other small noises I might’ve picked up.

      Another bush rustled, this time directly in front of me. Fuck. I hadn’t even seen the spider move that time. It was hiding in the densest part of the landscape, working its way toward me.

      I stepped away from the wall, lifting the axe over my head.

      But before I could move, a white sticky substance shot out of the dense foliage. It struck me dead on, driving me backward and gluing my legs together. I landed hard and rolled over once, looking up just in time to see the spider burst from the trees, skittering toward me on eight thick, hairy legs. I hacked at the sticky web around my feet, struggling to stand.

      Another burst hit me in the chest, and suddenly the spider was there, looming over me. Its multitude of eyes gleamed like jewels as its maw opened, emitting a harsh shrieking sound. I was lifted roughly by two huge forelegs, and suddenly more of the sticky web substance began to wind around me.

      Panic exploded in my chest.

      No! No, no, no!

      I was being trussed up like a fly about to be fed on. I still had my sword, but it was pinned to my body, held in place by thick, sticky webbing that was too strong for me to break.

      The spider’s big legs surrounded me like a prison as its fat body hovered over me. Dimly, screams from the crowd reached my ears, but the sound didn’t seem real. None of this did.

      This couldn’t be happening. After all I’d been through, after all the close calls and near death moments, I was going to be killed by a giant spider?

      No.

      That can’t happen.

      I can’t be here.

      The thought resonated in my brain like a prayer.

      Suddenly, I felt my body fading away into smoke, dissolving and losing mass. Shock filled me, but instinct took over.

      I rolled to the side, slipping out of my cocoon and through the spider’s massive legs. I still held my sword—it had become incorporeal with me—and before I could doubt or second guess myself, I dove forward again. I slipped through the cage of the spider’s legs like a wisp of smoke, coming to stand directly below the hulking monster.

      Then I willed myself to become solid again, and the moment my body coalesced, I stabbed upward with all my strength.

      The spider shrieked and jerked as dark red blood spurted from the wound. It was warm and thick as it splattered over me, sliding down my arms. I yanked the blade out and scrambled to the side as the spider shuddered, its legs curling inward until it collapsed in a ball.

      I flung the bloody sword to the ground, propping my hands on my knees as I tried not to collapse from the adrenaline still coursing through me. It made my legs shake and my breath come in short gasps.

      Finally, I became aware of a sound like rushing water around me.

      What? Damnit. What now?

      I straightened slowly, pushing my blood-matted hair out of my face. The noise wasn’t water. It was the sound of hundreds of people whispering and muttering amongst themselves in the stands.

      On the dais, Carrick stared at me, his nostrils flared and his eyes wide.

      Oh shit.

      I’d just gone incorporeal in front of the entire gathered crowd.

      Something they knew only a fae could do.
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      Fear rose in my chest, squeezing my lungs hard and forcing all the air from my body.

      Revealing my fae heritage had been the one thing I wasn’t supposed to do. The brothers had warned me. But it had been my only chance to survive the spider’s attack. I hadn’t even thought about it—the shift had been an entirely instinctual reaction as my body’s primal impulse to stay alive had taken over.

      But now I might die anyway.

      I couldn’t tear my gaze away from Carrick’s dark, shocked eyes. Beside him, I was dimly aware of Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol standing at the edge of the platform. Had they been about to jump into the arena with me to try to save me from the spider?

      The whispery, breathy sound of the crowd around me began to rise in pitch and volume as the vampires recovered from their surprise. I finally wrenched my attention away from Carrick and surveyed the vampires around me. Excitement and hunger lit up their faces.

      Then a young man with shoulder length blond hair leapt over the side of the wall, landing softly on the dirt floor of the arena. He straightened, licking his lips as he stared at me, and my blood turned to ice.

      Not good. So not good.

      Could King Carrick hold off all these vampires by commanding them to leave me alone? And more to the point, would he? Maybe he would just let them tear me to shreds and feast on my blood. He obviously hadn’t wanted me to win this trial, or he wouldn’t have sent a second monster after me.

      A soft thud sounded from my other side, and I whipped my head around quickly. Another vampire, an older female this time, had followed the first one’s lead and leapt into the arena with me.

      Before I could make a move, three more thuds came, and my heart dropped. No way I could fight that many opponents.

      But in a flash, three figures raced to my side, forming a rough circle around me with their bodies, facing outward.

      Sol, Jerrett, and Malcolm.

      Their fangs had dropped, and they curled their lips back, hissing and snarling. They looked feral and wild, and more strikingly beautiful than ever. Relief weakened my knees as they crouched low, ready to fight.

      “She’s ours. Back off.” Malcolm’s rough growl was nearly unrecognizable. But the possessiveness and dark warning in his tone was not.

      The vampires who’d been slowly approaching us hesitated, looking wary, but they didn’t back away.

      “Yours, my son? I thought you made no claim to her.” Carrick’s voice rang out from the dais above, his words taunting.

      “I lied,” Malcolm ground out, his fangs glistening as all the muscles in his large body flexed. He looked like a berserker about to go on a rampage. “She is ours, father. All three of us turned her, and we will die fighting for her. She hasn’t yet completed her trials, as the law demands. Call off your people.”

      My breath wouldn’t come as Malcolm’s words hung in the air. The tension in the arena was so thick I nearly choked on it.

      Finally, Carrick made a sharp gesture with his hand. The vampires who had been slowly creeping toward us stopped.

      “My son is right.” Carrick’s gaze was thoughtful as it burned into me. “She has not completed her trials. Until she does, no one is to touch her.”

      The muttering of the crowd swelled in response to that. They didn’t like his answer. The vampires surrounding us stayed frozen in place, not advancing or retreating, but watching us with burning eyes.

      “Take her back to her room, Sol. Now. Quickly. We’ll deal with my father and the crowd,” Malcolm whispered harshly.

      Jerrett shot me a concerned look as Sol took my elbow and led me through a gap in the gathered vampires, his body tense and his fangs still bared. Mine had dropped too, I realized. Not that it would be enough to keep us safe if the entire crowd attacked.

      As soon as we cleared the door in the arena wall where I’d entered from, Sol dragged me forward, shadow running so quickly I could hardly keep my bearings. We only slowed at the castle steps to pass by the guards, and in just a few moments, we were outside my bedroom. Sol yanked the door open and slammed it shut behind us, sliding the lock into place.

      “Oh my God, Sol. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to! I didn’t—”

      Everything that’d just happened seemed to pile on top of me like a mound of bricks, and I exhaled a harsh breath—maybe the first time I’d really breathed since that young, hungry-looking vampire had dropped into the ring with me.

      Sol gathered me into his arms, holding me up as my legs weakened and I shook with shock.

      “It’s all right, Willow tree. You’re all right. We’ll take care of this.”

      My gibbering, terrified brain wanted to ask him exactly how they’d do that without dying themselves—a prospect that frightened me as much as my own death. But I couldn’t make any words come out, could only cling to him and cry as the high of battle faded, leaving me shaky and weak.

      He smoothed down my blood soaked hair, whispering words of comfort and reassurance. Eventually, when my legs gave out completely, he scooped me up in his arms.

      I was dimly aware that my upper body was covered in blood from the spider. But he didn’t seem to care at all, didn’t let my bedraggled, bloody state keep him from showering me with tender caresses.

      He set me down on a chilly stone surface, and I realized we were in the bathroom. I was sitting on the edge of the tub, shock beginning to numb my body as Sol deftly turned on the water. The scent of lavender wafted up, mixing with the smells of blood and dirt that clung to me.

      “Arms up, Willow tree. Let me help you.”

      I raised my arms, and Sol tugged my sticky, wet tank top over my head. The chilly night air peaked my nipples, but I made no move to cover my breasts. I just watched Sol as he carefully removed my knee-high boots, setting them by the edge of the tub.

      “Up.”

      Sol took my hands and tugged me gently to my feet. I moved woodenly, dazedly. My brain felt like it had short-circuited.

      He kneeled in front of me, unfastening my pants and working them down my thighs and legs to my ankles. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and tugged them down as well. His face was inches from my core, so close I could feel his breath, and I clenched involuntarily, a jolt of awareness shocking my numb body back to life.

      “Step out.”

      Sol placed one of my hands on his shoulder, helping me balance as he tugged off my pants and panties. Then he tossed the remainder of my ruined clothes into the pile.

      I knew he couldn’t see my body, but I still felt more intimately exposed than I ever had as he stood slowly in front of me. Then he swept me into his arms again and lowered me gently into the large tub.

      Warm water enveloped me like a protective shield, and my lungs and muscles began to unclench.

      Slowly, my brain began to function again.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about Malcolm and Jerrett alone in that arena, surrounded by so many vampires. It seemed as though Carrick had acquiesced to Malcolm’s demand for my safety, but I didn’t trust the king at all. I wouldn’t put it past him to go back on his word.

      “Are you sure Malcolm and Jerrett are okay?”

      “Yes,” he murmured softly. “I wouldn’t have left them if I wasn’t sure of that. Carrick won’t let the crowd harm them. I’m more worried about you.”

      “How… bad is it?” I whispered through chattering teeth.

      Sol picked up the small bottle of shampoo from a shelf near the tub and walked around to the head of the large basin. He guided me back gently, wetting my hair. Then he began to slowly massage shampoo into my dark tresses, washing away the blood and dirt. My eyes slid shut as my scalp tingled, but I waited anxiously for his answer.

      After a long moment of silence, he spoke. “It isn’t good. Many of the vampires here probably don’t even remember a time when fae were common. It’s been that long. Vampires and fae have always been enemies. We’re two sides of the same coin. One light and one dark.”

      “Are the vampires dark?”

      “Good guess, little Willow tree.” His fingers slid through my wet hair, combing out the tangles. “And the fae were—are—light. But don’t make the mistake of thinking light means good and dark means bad. There have been evil and noble members of each race; neither group is inherently one or the other. The fae are earth creatures, drawing their power from the sun and plants. They are life. Before human settlements were so widespread, fae could be found in every climate and landscape around the world.”

      “And the vampires killed them?” A shiver worked its way down my spine, despite Sol’s soothing touch.

      He reached down to drain the bath, letting the sudsy, blood-tinted water slip away. I shivered as my protective bubble of water disappeared, and Sol rubbed my arms, banishing the goose bumps that had risen on my skin.

      Then he turned on the tap again, refilling the tub with fresh, clean water. As it pooled around my body, he moved his hands up, massaging my scalp lightly as he resumed our conversation.

      “Yes. The vampires are responsible for the death of the fae.” His voice was tinged with something like regret. “It was before my time, but there was a period of about fifty years when most of the fae on earth were wiped out. Vampires became addicted to fae blood, and no one intervened to restore the balance. Since fae had always been the enemies of vampires, it seemed fitting to some.”

      “So how do I even exist? If I’m part fae, where did that part come from?”

      “I don’t know. There are supposedly a few small communities of fae that still exist. But they’re deep in hiding. The most likely explanation is that one of your parents was fae, or part fae. The full-blooded fae in your lineage could be several generations back. But one of your parents passed it on to you.”

      My mom.

      She’d left my dad when I was very young, so I’d never even gotten to know her. But I couldn’t imagine my dad, with his shiny bald head, furrowed brow, and wire-framed glasses as a powerful magical being.

      “But why is everybody reacting so strongly to finding out what I am? Do they hate the fae that much?”

      “That’s part of it. Time has not made the old prejudices weaken. But more than that, everyone here has heard stories of the incredible high fae blood can give, and vampires are not known for being able to resist the pursuit of pleasure.”

      “So even though they couldn’t identify my fae blood before, now they’d kill for a taste?”

      Sol’s fingers jerked slightly in my hair. “Yes.”

      He sat me forward a little and scrubbed at my arms and back with a sponge. His breathing had quickened and deepened, and his grip had become a little tighter.

      “Is it really that good? Fae blood? I mean, you three have been around me for weeks and managed to resist.”

      He paused for a moment, and when he spoke again, his voice was low and almost pained. “We have. But it hasn’t been easy, Willow tree.”

      I pulled out of his grip, turning around in the deep tub to stare at him. Only a few bubbles floated on the surface of the clear water, doing nothing to cover my nakedness, and I had to remind myself that Sol couldn’t see me anyway.

      Although truly, I wouldn’t have minded if he could. The deep rumble of his strained voice, the slight tremor in his hands, and his tenderness as he washed me—they all combined with my heightened emotions from the trial to make my body and mind buzz as though I were a live wire.

      “You want my blood?” The words fell from my tongue on a whisper.

      “Sweet Willow, you have no idea how much.”

      I bit my lip, staring into the emerald eyes that were like open windows to his soul. “Is that all you want from me? Blood?”

      Sol froze for a moment. His nostrils flared, and his hands, resting on the edge of the tub, grasped the stonework so tightly his knuckles turned white.

      “No, Willow tree,” he rasped. “I want so much more.”
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      Willow’s breath hitched. The sound of small ripples of water hitting the edge of the tub picked up speed as her whole body shuddered at the sound of my words.

      Her aura danced with hope and desire, excitement and confusion.

      But how could this precious creature be confused? How could she ever have doubted the effect she had on me and my brothers?

      Perhaps because we all spent so long trying to deny our natures around her, trying to ignore the siren call of Willow Tate.

      Even before we knew she was fae, we had all known there was something special about her. We had all craved her, had been entranced by her beauty, her mystery, and her fierce spirit. Once we discovered the fae blood running through her veins, we had all backed off, afraid of hurting her. Afraid of our hunger getting the best of us.

      But I couldn’t resist any longer.

      I wouldn’t take her blood, but I needed to claim some part of her.

      Reaching into the warm water, I slid my hands around her narrow waist and hauled her to her feet. Her legs were too wobbly for her to stand on her own, but I pressed her wet body against mine, wrapping my arms tightly around her.

      “I want more than your blood. I want everything that you are,” I murmured against her ear.

      If the heat and truth of my declaration frightened her, it thrilled her too. She let out a breathless moan, wrapping her arms around me and turning her head to seek my lips with hers.

      Groaning, I plucked her out of the bathtub and carried her, dripping, to the bedroom.

      We almost lost her today. Fate placed her in our care and we almost lost her.

      I would not lose her again.

      Bending, I deposited her on the large bed. Small sounds drifted to my ears as she moved restlessly on the bedspread, her body on edge and desperate. I could already smell her arousal mingling with her cherry-almond scent and the aroma of the shampoo.

      “Sol. I want you.” Her voice was raw and soft, full of nothing but a truth she’d held inside for too long. “Please.”

      My heart slammed hard against my ribs. Bloodlust was rising inside me, but I forced it down. This wasn’t that kind of claiming. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Reaching one hand over my head, I pulled my shirt off quickly, then stepped out of my boots and pants.

      I crawled onto the bed, sensing the warmth of her body as she lay sprawled open and vulnerable on the soft blanket. I worked my way up from her toes, planting small kisses on the arch of each foot before exploring the curve of her ankles, the shape of her calves. I bit the inside of her knee, and she gave a keening cry that spurred me on.

      But I had waited too damned long for this moment not to savor every second of it. My Willow tree could wait just a little while longer.

      And I would make the wait a sweet torture.

      With the tip of my tongue, I drew a long line up her inner thigh, seeking the heavenly scent of her arousal that called to me like a drug. She shuddered beneath me, and I could hear her heart pounding as hard as my own.

      When I reached apex of her thighs, I ran my tongue slowly up her slit to the hard nub of her clit. Her hips jerked, her legs coming up to press against the sides of my head, as if hoping to keep me there forever.

      Maybe I should’ve been worried. Just a few days ago, I’d seen her bring down a powerful vampire warrior between her thighs. But if this incredible woman wanted to keep me here forever, well, I’d die a happy man.

      Grabbing onto her hips to anchor myself, I lapped at her sweet softness, teasing her clit with fluttering strokes before plunging my tongue inside of her. She let out a breathy cry, writhing against the bed, but I refused to let her rest. I licked and nipped and sucked on her clit, driving her over the edge.

      She came on my tongue with a shuddering moan, and then she came again. And again.

      After the third orgasm, her body seemed to melt, the tension that’d been building in her since her trial ended finally dissolving. Her legs fell away from my head, and she sucked in a deep breath as a few aftershocks quaked through her body.

      Fate, I wanted her.

      I leaned back on my heels, basking in the glow of her aura. The heat of her body had dried some of the moisture from the bath, and her legs wrapped around my waist loosely, as if she refused to let me get too far away.

      No need to worry about that, my sweet Willow. I’ll never be able to leave you now.

      My cock was rock hard, and I fisted it tightly as I gazed down at her. I ran my thumb over the head, spreading the moisture that had already gathered there. Willow watched me. I couldn’t see her, but I was certain of it—her gaze was so intent on me as I stroked myself that I could feel it like a physical touch. I heard her give a small whimper, and her legs fell away from my waist. The mattress dipped as she moved.

      A moment later, soft, warm lips encircled the head of my cock. Her tongue lapped greedily at the precum I’d been using to lubricate myself, and then she dipped her head, pulling me deep into her mouth.

      “Oh fuck, Willow tree,” I groaned.

      I wished to Fate in that moment that I could see. I wanted to gaze into her eyes while she did this. I wanted to see my cock disappear between those pretty, perfect lips of hers.

      But instead, I could feel. And I felt so much.

      A tendril of Willow’s wet hair fell across my thigh as her small hand encircled me, working in tandem with her mouth. Her other hand roamed my body, exploring the grooves of my abs and the tense muscles of my back before sliding over my ass.

      When she rested both hands on my hips and pulled me into her mouth so deep my cock hit the back of her throat, a harsh grunt rumbled in my chest.

      Threading my fingers through her hair, I guided her movements, fucking her mouth for a few strokes. I felt a tremor work its way through her body as she let me use her this way, a mixture of fear and excitement tempered by trust.

      “I won’t hurt you, Willow tree. I know you can take me. But I need more right now.”

      My voice was rough, the words choppy as I fought to hold back my release. I had tasted the sweet perfection of her arousal, but I wanted to feel it too. I needed her tight heat wrapped around me. I tugged on her hair again, and the beautiful creature fought to keep her lips on me, only releasing me with a wet pop when I pulled harder.

      She was so delicate, yet so wild and strong.

      There had never been a better match for me. A better match for my brothers.

      I hauled her face up to mine, kissing her deeply as we both kneeled on the bed, my cock pressing into her stomach. She undulated against me, rubbing herself against my body, and I growled. Cupping her face in my hands, I drank from her lips, tasting myself, tasting her essence. Drowning in the scent of her delectable, forbidden blood.

      She worked her body harder against mine, desperate for another release.

      Breaking our kiss, I pulled back and urged her to turn around. Draping her long wet hair over one shoulder, I placed a palm between her shoulder blades, applying gentle pressure.

      “All fours, sweet Willow.”

      She obeyed my prompt without question, breathing heavily as she waited. My cock ached to fill her, but I refused to rush this. I ran one hand down the long, graceful curve of her spine. When I reached the soft swell of her ass, I palmed both cheeks with my hands, kneading the firm flesh before sliding around to grab her hips.

      The tip of my cock found the slick warmth of her entrance, and any thought of savoring this experience dissolved in a haze of blinding need. I drove forward, slamming into her so forcefully she rocked on her hands and knees.

      “Sol!”

      Her cry seemed to come from the pit of her soul, and when I withdrew and plunged in again, she pushed back against me, meeting me thrust for thrust.

      She was so tight, so perfect. The sound of our flesh colliding as I fucked her, the soft grunts and pants she made as she built up to another orgasm—it was a barrage of senses I never wanted to forget.

      I hauled her upright, wrapping my arms around her ribs and reaching up with one hand to pinch and roll her nipple between my fingers. I couldn’t thrust as hard from this position, but I could get so fucking deep. In slow strokes, I tortured her, one hand slipping down to work her clit as my cock slid in and out with deliberated motions.

      “Oh God… Oh fuck. Sol!”

      Willow had never sounded so free. Her words were a throaty yell, and she reached down, desperately grabbing onto my forearm as she contracted around me, her whole body shaking.

      I lowered her back to the mattress, staying rooted inside her. She lay on her stomach, bracing her forearms on the bed and letting her head fall forward, nearly limp from spent pleasure.

      She muttered soft whimpers and moans, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I pulled on her hips, raising them a few inches, and slammed into her over and over, fucking her like my life depended on it.

      In that moment, it felt like it did.

      Her cry rose to match mine, and when I exploded inside her, her tight muscles milked my twitching cock, drawing every last drop of come from me.

      We collapsed to the bed in a pile of limbs and wet hair. I rolled to the side so I wouldn’t crush her, keeping my softening cock buried inside her and pulling her with me, my arms still wrapped possessively around her.

      We lay that way for a few moments, tangled up together and sated, before Willow finally spoke.

      “Holy shit.”

      Her voice was breathless and weak, and there was an undercurrent of awe that made pride swell in my chest. I wanted to fuck her all over again, to show her this was only a small taste of the pleasure her body was capable of.

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      I chuckled, gliding my fingers up and down her soft stomach, feeling the small bumps of the runes on her skin.

      “No, I’m pretty sure that’s the only way to put it.” She wriggled, grinding her ass against me and clenching her inner muscles around my cock. It pulsed, already eager to claim her again. “I didn’t even know sex could be like that. Is it because I’m a vampire? Is it always like this?”

      Grudgingly, I pulled my softening cock from her tight body. I rolled onto my back and pulled her over to rest on top of me. I wanted her to see my eyes, even if I couldn’t see hers.

      Resting my hands on her lower back, I gazed toward her face. “Sensory experiences are always stronger for vampires than for humans. That includes sex. You see, smell, taste, and hear more clearly, so it enhances the entire experience.” I reached up to brush a thumb across her cheek, tucking her damp hair behind her ear. “But that, Willow tree, isn’t what just happened. It wasn’t like this just because you’re a vampire. It felt this way because you are mine, and I’m yours.”

      She drew in a sharp breath, and I could feel her serious gaze on me. “I am? You are?”

      “Yes, Willow tree. If you want to be.”

      Silence fell for a moment, and then the room seemed to warm several degrees, as though sunlight had somehow invaded the space. But it was just the radiance of Willow’s smile beaming down at me.

      “Yeah. I do. I really, really do.”

      Her lips met mine again in a fiery kiss. I hiked her body tighter against me and groaned, my need for her not even close to sated.

      “Thank Fate for that.”
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      My mind spun. My body was deliciously sore and tired. As Sol slipped his tongue into my mouth, his lips moving against mine, I felt high. Or drunk. Maybe both.

      I hadn’t been exaggerating when I told Sol that “holy shit” was the only way to describe it. I’d never had sex like this before in my life. Not in nine years of boring under-the-covers sex with Kyle, and certainly not in the year and a half of quick, awkward high school sex with my first serious boyfriend.

      What Sol had just done to my body was unlike anything else I’d ever experienced. My nerve endings had sung. My body had burned. The pleasure had built up so intensely it bordered on pain, and yet I’d been unable to get enough of it. Even now, worked over completely, wrung out from multiple orgasms, my body craved his like a junky seeking their next fix.

      I wanted to feel him fill me with hard, fast strokes. I wanted his hands all over my body, controlling me carefully and powerfully, dominant and tender at the same time.

      And I wasn’t alone in that. He wanted me too.

      My heart thudded with a mixture of fear and joy as his promise echoed in my mind.

      You are mine. And I’m yours.

      I had no reason to doubt his seriousness. And although we’d skipped several milestones I might’ve liked to hit had I still been human—like dating, texting, maybe a few phone calls—this didn’t feel anything like a one-night stand. This was about much more than sex, and I felt certain I was more to him than just a willing conquest.

      And he was so much more to me.

      The thought ignited the burning embers inside my body, and I worked myself against him, straddling his hips and gliding my folds up and down his rapidly hardening cock.

      “Fuck, Willow.” Sol grabbed a fistful of my hair, lifting my head up as my lips sought his again. “I could spend a week in this room doing nothing but exploring you.”

      “Mm-hmm.” I sat up, resting my hands on his muscled chest and arching my back slightly. My eyelids fluttered shut, my hips picking up speed and urgency as I moved against him. Rational thought was becoming difficult.

      A knock on the door shocked me, and I almost jumped a foot in the air. Sol’s hands on my hips steadied me.

      Suddenly, the world came crashing down around me again, the awful situation we were in breaking me out of my sex-induced haze.

      Malcolm and Jerrett.

      Sol had promised me they were safe, and I believed him. I knew if he thought they needed help, he’d be the first one out the door—nothing could keep him from having his brothers’ backs.

      But that didn’t mean everything was going well. Whatever had happened in the arena after we departed, I doubted it was a tear-filled reconciliation between father and son. Malcolm had sent Sol away with me to make sure I was safe. And I’d taken advantage of the momentary respite to fuck his brains out.

      Guilt flooded over me like hot oil, and I clenched my jaw.

      “No, Willow tree.” Sol sat up, wrapping his arms around me and pressing our naked chests together. “I can hear the gears turning in your brain, but I won’t let you feel bad about this. I needed you, and you needed me. I won’t apologize for it.”

      He captured my mouth in a soft, sweet kiss.

      The knock at the door came again, louder this time.

      Sol smiled against my lips. “But now I think we’d better get that.”

      “Right!”

      I snapped out of the daze his kiss had momentarily put me into, crawling off his lap and darting into the bathroom to clean up. I poked my head out a minute later to find the door still closed and Sol holding out a pretty blue dress for me. I gratefully took it, slipping it over my head and turning around to let him zip it up.

      As we turned toward the door, whoever was on the other side hammered on the wood impatiently, and my stomach dipped with nerves. It wasn’t Jerrett or Malcolm; I was sure of that. If it’d been either of the brothers, they would’ve called out already, most likely to comment on the fact that the entire room smelled of sex.

      Sol held out his hand for me, and I interlaced my fingers with his, grateful for his steadying presence. The lust had faded from my body as nerves took over, but the need to be close to him still remained. Whatever was coming, we’d face it together.

      After undoing the lock, Sol swung the door open. Two guards whose names I didn’t know stood on the other side. I recognized them as members of Carrick’s personal retinue. They were both big, and the one on the left had his fist raised in the air, poised to bang on the door again.

      At the sight of us, they both stood taller, their muscles almost seeming to expand somehow.

      “King Carrick requests your presence in the throne room,” the one on the right said stiffly.

      Jesus. Was it a rule that vampires had to be so huge?

      Then again, if Carrick had hand-picked his guards from generations of humans over the years, I shouldn’t be surprised that he’d ended up with the largest, most intimidating specimens.

      Sol was nearly as tall as they were, and likely just as powerful. And I’d been getting stronger and stronger as the vampiric change in my body settled in. But I knew we wouldn’t try to fight them. What was the point? If we didn’t cooperate with King Carrick, he might take his wrath out on Malcolm and Jerrett, and neither of us would risk their safety like that.

      “All right.” I squeezed Sol’s hand tighter and nodded to the guards.

      They separated, one walking in front of us and one behind as we traversed the long hallways to the throne room.

      I’d never been there before. So far, my only interactions with the king had been in the great hall, and that one time in my room. My gut churned. The fact that he’d called us to his throne room rather than the great hall meant this would probably be a private audience, but I had no idea whether that boded well or poorly for whatever was about to happen.

      On the one hand, I’d be glad not to have a roomful of vampires staring at me and salivating. On the other hand, I kind of wanted witnesses to our meeting. I didn’t trust Carrick as far as I could throw him.

      Sol’s body was tense next to mine as we descended several sets of stairs to the first floor. The delicious, relaxed expression he’d worn as he cradled me in his arms ten minutes ago had vanished entirely.

      Finally, we reached a large set of double doors with two more guards stationed outside them. They licked their lips as we passed, their eyes glued to me, and I shivered. Apparently, everyone in the Penumbra now knew about my fae status. Could Carrick actually keep me safe even if he wanted to? How much control did he have over his people?

      The vampire guards pulled open the doors, and our escort led us in. They remained near the entry as the heavy wood thudded shut behind us, and Sol led me toward the front of the room.

      The throne room was large and lavish. It looked like it could accommodate several hundred people, but at the moment, it was nearly empty, except for several guards spaced around the walls. A long carpet led to a dais where a heavy, elaborate throne sat. Malcolm and Jerrett stood before it, and Carrick was sprawled on the throne with the lazy, dominant posture of someone used to having his way in all things.

      They all looked up as we entered, Malcolm and Jerrett’s gazes sharp.

      “Ah, there she is.” Carrick flicked a hand at me as Sol and I came to a stop between his brothers. “Your little secret.”

      “Father.” Malcolm’s tone was deep and measured, as if he were holding onto his temper by a thread. “This is not what should be concerning you right now. The shades have been attacking supernaturals again. People are frightened. Willow has seen two women creating more of these things, and they are doing it for some purpose. That is what we should be talking about.”

      A smug smile passed over Carrick’s face. “Of course, you would say that, my son. Because if I become distracted by other minor problems, you get to keep your prize.”

      “She’s not a fucking prize!” Jerrett burst out, his sharp features contorted in anger. My heart swelled at his defense of me, but the look on Carrick’s face made goose bumps crawl over my skin.

      “That’s entirely a matter of perspective, my boy. You’re old enough to remember a time when fae walked the earth in abundance. I would think you, of all people, would understand what a precious gift it is to find one still living.”

      “She’s not the only one.” Sol spoke up from beside me. “Her very existence proves the existence of others. You don’t need her.”

      Carrick tutted. “Perhaps. But a bird in hand, as they say. Any fae that still exist are so deep in hiding they haven’t been seen for hundreds of years. But now I have one in my very court. A halfling, perhaps, with weaker blood than a pure fae. But it’s enough.” He shifted his gaze to me, his dark brown eyes burning with fervor. “I want to feed from her.”

      “No!” Jerrett was the one who shouted it, but Sol and Malcolm both shifted to defensive stances.

      The king tipped his head back, looking annoyed. “It wasn’t a request. It’s my right to claim anyone I want in my territories. And I want her.” His eyes narrowed. “I won’t kill her. Why would I do that? I want to keep her fae blood flowing for many, many years.”

      “You don’t think other vampires once said the same thing? Made the same promises even as they decimated the fae race, unable to control their bloodlust as soon as they got a taste?” Malcolm bared his fangs, his muscles flexing. “And it doesn’t matter. You will never feed from her.”

      Carrick’s fist slammed down on the arm of his throne, the sudden movement and the harsh noise making me jump. “That’s enough! Remember your place, son. When I turned you, it was with the hope that we could rule together. You broke my heart when you turned your back on me and our legacy, but I have allowed it. I’ve allowed you to live clanless and wild, but I will not tolerate open insubordination.”

      My eyes widened, and I turned my head to stare at Malcolm. His father had been the one to turn him?

      Holy shit. I’d thought my relationship with my dad and stepmom was messed up, but this made my family look like a freaking Norman Rockwell painting. It also explained so much of their strained dynamic, and why Malcolm seemed to resent his father so much.

      Before Malcolm could respond, Carrick flicked his hand in the air again. All the guards stationed along the walls took two steps forward. It was as if their forward movement compressed the air around us, making it suddenly difficult to draw breath.

      “Do not test me, son. I still care for you, but you know as well as I do I cannot show weakness.”

      Carrick spoke carefully, and for the first time since I’d met him, I saw his facade of arrogant power crack. Sorrow glimmered in his dark eyes, and I believed him when he said Malcolm had broken his heart.

      But it was hard to feel sorry for a man who held my life and the lives of three men I cared about in his hands, especially when he seemed so determined to abuse that power.

      Malcolm didn’t speak, but his lips pulled back from his fangs as he snarled. Jerrett and Sol bared their fangs too, all three men turning to face the guards who began to advance toward us.

      Damn it. There were at least a dozen guards in this room, plus the two stationed outside the door and however many there were in the hall. There was no way the brothers could fight them all and survive. They’d die trying to protect me, and in the end, Carrick would have my blood anyway.

      Unless…

      “I’ll do it!”

      The words burst from my lips, and all movement in the room stopped. The guards stopped stalking toward us, and each of the brothers froze in shock.

      Carrick’s face lit with a smile, and I rubbed my hands over my arms as a sudden chill swept through me.

      “If”—I swallowed thickly, steeling myself—“you promise not to hurt these men. And you have to give me a fair trial first. Let me complete the last challenge, and if I survive, I’ll let you feed from me.”

      “Willow, no!” Malcolm swung around to face me, looking even more murderous than when he’d addressed his father, if that was possible. “You cannot do that.”

      “Yes, I can. It’s my blood.” I tried to lay my hand on his arm, but he jerked away, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe what I was saying.

      Jerrett and Sol looked equally murderous, but Carrick’s grin broadened.

      “Those are fair terms. Agreed,” the king said smoothly, rising from his throne and gliding down the steps to stand before me. “I’ve been quite impressed with how you handled your first two challenges, and there is little doubt in my mind you’ll complete your trial with flying colors. And then, my dear little fae, you will be mine.”

      His large hand reached out to caress my cheek, and it took all my willpower not to shrink away from his touch.

      Malcolm made a move toward his father, and my heart stuttered with fear.

      “Malcolm, no! It’s my choice. Please!”

      The large vampire arrested his movement, although his breathing was hard. He swiveled his head to look at me, and the pain, anger, and torment in his chocolate eyes nearly bowled me over.

      Then he turned and stalked from the room.

      Jerrett and Sol each grabbed one of my elbows, their touch gentle but their expressions hard. The guards parted for us, and we left the room, trailing in Malcolm’s wake.
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      After leaving the king’s chambers, Jerrett and Sol escorted me back to my room. Neither of them spoke, and Malcolm, striding angrily on long legs, had quickly disappeared ahead of us.

      A riot of conflicting emotions filled my chest. Worry. Anger. Hurt.

      How can he not see that I didn’t have a choice? Was I supposed to let them fight Carrick’s guards? To die trying to protect me?

      The suffocating silence, broken only by our soft footfalls on the stone floor, seeped into my soul like a winter chill. The stiffness of Sol’s posture was even harder to accept when just an hour ago, he’d been so sweet and tender with me. When we reached the wing where our guest rooms were located, I cleared my throat.

      “Do you think Malcolm is okay?”

      After a long pause, Jerrett said softly, “You hurt him, Will.”

      The gravity of his voice let me know Malcolm wasn’t the only one I’d hurt. Rage at Carrick bubbled up in my soul. I hated that he’d put us all in this position, forced me to choose between hurting men I cared for so deeply or watching them sacrifice themselves for me.

      “I know. But you understand why I had to do it, right? And Carrick said he won’t kill me.”

      I hardly knew if I should believe that promise, but it didn’t really matter. My course of action was set. Whether he upheld his end of the bargain or not, I couldn’t back out now.

      A muscle in Jerrett’s jaw twitched, but he didn’t say anything else. He pushed open the door to my room, holding it for me. “Get some rest, sweetheart. We’ll talk about it later.”

      I got the sense he and Sol were barely restraining their emotions, and although I didn’t want to leave things between us feeling so awful and unsettled, I also didn’t want to poke at their raw wounds. It would probably send them off into a rage against Carrick.

      “Okay. You too.”

      My heart hurt as I watched them step back, and impulsively, I darted forward and pressed a kiss to Sol’s lips. He jerked slightly in surprise before his body softened, and a tortured sigh escaped his mouth as he kissed me back.

      He gave me what was probably supposed to be a reassuring smile, though it looked more like a grimace. Then Jerrett shut the door, and they were gone.

      Tears burned my eyes, blurring my vision as I looked around the empty room. The bedspread was rumpled and still slightly damp from where my wet body had lain earlier. The room still smelled of the incredible, intense sex Sol and I had shared. But all of that only made the room feel more desolate and lonely now.

      Wiping my fingers over my eyes, I drew in a shuddering breath. It would be all right. We were all still alive, which meant there was still hope.

      Dawn was breaking, and the color of the light streaming through the window shifted slightly as the dim sun replaced the moon in the sky. Suddenly more exhausted than I could ever remember being, I walked to the wardrobe, pulled out a soft, pale nightgown, and unzipped the dress I wore, letting it fall to the floor. I slipped on the nightgown, not bothering to root around searching for underwear.

      I closed the shutters and slipped under the covers on the large bed, inhaling the warm, spicy scent of Sol that still lingered everywhere.

      On the sheets.

      On my skin.

      In my soul.

      Rolling over onto my side, I curled up into a ball, willing strength to find me in my sleep.
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      I woke with a start, a strange dream prickling at the back of my consciousness.

      Groaning, I flipped onto my back, tossing an arm over my face. It was definitely still daytime, judging by the light seeping into the room. It glowed behind my closed eyelids, too bright.

      Wait…

      My eyes blinked open as I raised my arm slowly.

      The light I’d noticed wasn’t just from the window. It was coming from me.

      The runes carved across my skin in intricate patterns had begun to glow faintly, a soft yellow-white light. Like I was filled with sunshine and it was seeping through the cracks in my flesh.

      Fear rose inside me, and I sat up quickly, tossing the covers back to stare down at my body. It wasn’t just my arm. Everywhere the runes were etched into my skin glowed in the same way, from my legs all the way up. The runes on my stomach shone through the soft material of my nightgown, muted and blurry.

      What the hell?

      This wasn’t right. I had no idea what it meant or why it was happening, but considering where these markings had come from, it couldn’t be anything good.

      The brothers might still be furious at me, but I knew without a doubt they’d help me. I leapt out of bed, wrapping my glowing arms around my body as if I was trying to contain an impending explosion.

      Shit, for all I knew, I was.

      I darted toward the door, but before I reached it, the world swam in front of my eyes. Everything seemed to ripple and grow dim like it was deep underwater. My hand reaching for the door handle became uncertain. I could see the handle, but I couldn’t seem to make myself grasp it.

      Cotton seemed to fill my brain, muffling outside sounds and making coherent thought difficult. A whispering, rushing noise grew in volume until it coalesced as an echoing voice inside my head.

      Kill them.

      The voice wasn’t my own, but the thought was mine. Wasn’t it?

      Yes. Of course it was. That’s what’d woken me up in the middle of the day like this.

      I had a job to do.

      Kill them.

      Yes. I needed to kill them. And it needed to be done quickly.

      My vision was still hazy and strange, but my body obeyed my command this time when I instructed it to open the door. I turned the handle slowly and eased out into the hallway, aware that I needed to be stealthy if I was going to kill all three of the men.

      The hallway was dark and quiet, and I crept softly over to the door a little ways down from me. I tried the handle, but it wouldn’t turn. Locked. Of course. The brothers didn’t trust anyone here; they wouldn’t leave themselves exposed like that.

      Slip through. Slip through.

      A slow smile spread across my face. Locked doors meant nothing to me—not with my power. Summoning my fae magic, I went incorporeal, the glow around me fading slightly as my body became transparent. Then I stepped forward, passing easily through the heavy wood.

      The interior of Jerrett’s room was much like mine, large and spacious with a bed in the middle, a wardrobe along one wall, and a small table and chairs against another. The shutters were closed, and small slivers of light illuminated the prone figure on the bed.

      Perfect.

      Still incorporeal, I stepped forward, my footfalls completely silent.

      Jerrett lay sprawled on the bed, the covers pulled up only to his waist. His bare chest rose and fell with his gentle breaths, and the muscles of his pecs and abs were shadowed in the dim light. The tattoos on his chest and neck were dark shapes against his pale skin.

      He was so fucking beautiful. Strong and powerful.

      I cocked my head, my gaze riveted to his body. I could stare at his perfection for hours and never get bored.

      But my body moved almost independently of my will. I faded back into a solid state, slowly lifting my right hand into the air. The dagger clutched in my grip glinted like the flare of a star.

      Dagger? Where had I gotten a dagger?

      A vague notion that I’d picked it up off the bedside table next to Jerrett flashed in my mind, but I had no memory of doing that. As if someone else had taken control of my body.

      My gaze left the sleeping vampire before me, jerking upward to the knife as it reached its peak above my head. I tried to bring my arm down to my side, but my muscles revolted against the order.

      I couldn’t stop myself, couldn’t resist the compulsion that drove me. My head was still foggy and heavy, but I knew, somewhere deep down in my soul, that I didn’t want to do this.

      Horror filled my veins with ice as my arm came down in a rush, the dagger aimed straight for Jerrett’s heart.

      As I struggled to wrest back control of my body, a small grunt escaped me.

      The vampire’s eyelids flew open.

      Quick as a striking snake, his hand darted up, trapping my wrist inches before the blade connected with his chest. His blue eyes glittered like gems in the darkness as he stared at me, shock and confusion registering on his face.

      The part of me that wasn’t truly me fought against his hold, ripping my arm free and raising the dagger to strike again.

      This time, Jerrett rolled, kicking off the covers and moving to his left as the blade drove down hard into the mattress, tearing through cloth and stuffing.

      “Will! What the fuck?”

      Jerrett’s shocked voice sounded like it was coming from far away. He stared at the runes lighting up my body like some kind of sick Christmas tree, then dove to the side as I leapt after him again. I landed on the mattress, the dagger slicing a long gash in the bedding.

      Kill him!

      The voice in my head was louder, more insistent, and my muscles burned with a singular purpose—to trap the dark-haired vampire and drive the dagger into his flesh.

      With a snarl, I turned toward where he was crouched at the end of the bed, but before I could attack him again, Jerrett leapt for me. I slashed out, but his arm caught my wrist, forcing the blade to the side as his body plowed into mine in a full-on tackle. I sprawled backward across the bed, and he landed on top of me, the weight of his large form pinning me to the soft fabric.

      “Sweetheart, no!”

      Jerrett’s eyes were wild with fear, and a small gash bloomed on his right cheek where the tip of my dagger had caught him. I bucked beneath him, unsettling his weight so I could wrench my wrist out of his grasp. He jerked his head to the side, raising a forearm to block my incoming blow.

      As he moved, several droplets of blood flew from his face, landing on mine. One hit the corner of my lip, and even as I snarled in anger, my tongue darted out automatically to pull the red drop into my mouth.

      The taste exploded across my tongue, and I froze.

      Smoke and cloves.

      Jerrett.

      My Jerrett.
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      The full reality of what I was doing hit me, and my brain began to clear a little, as if I were breaking the surface of a deep lake, tasting oxygen for the first time in far too long.

      Obeying an instinct so primal and raw I didn’t even know where it came from, I pushed against his hold on me, straining forward to lick the blood off his face. As the unique, heady flavor that was all Jerrett spilled across my tongue, my death-grip on the knife loosened. The light emanating from my body dimmed slightly, and the evil voice murmuring in my head began to fade.

      I closed my lips around the wound, sucking and licking. But the cut was already healing. I needed more.

      Jerrett groaned and pushed me away, his gaze flashing down to meet mine. “Do it, Will,” he rasped. “Drink from me.”

      He kept my wrists pinned, but he turned his head slightly, exposing the long, corded muscles of his neck and the tattoo winding up the side. Panic flared inside me for a moment. How could he trust me to drink from him after I’d just tried to kill him?

      How could I trust myself?

      But the allure of his blood was too strong, and as my control over my body and mind began to return, I realized I had no choice. I needed it. It was what helped me keep the demon whispering inside my head at bay.

      My fangs had dropped at the first taste of Jerrett’s blood, and now I ran my tongue over one, my breath coming in harsh gasps.

      “Do it.”

      Jerrett’s voice was soft, his gaze hot and intense. His beautiful features glowed in the light of my runes.

      And I obeyed.

      My head reared up, and my jaw closed around his throat. My fangs were razor sharp, piercing through the skin easily. The moment they did, warm blood welled from the puncture wounds, and Jerrett let out a sound that was half growl, half groan.

      The taste of his blood filled my mouth, overwhelming my senses and driving the poisonous fog out of my brain. The glow radiating from my runes faded as I drank with long, hard pulls.

      The clearer my mind became, the more horrified I felt about what could’ve happened. But I pushed those thoughts away, losing myself in the visceral experience of tasting this man.

      “Oh, fuck, sweetheart.” Jerrett’s moan was tortured, but when I moved to pull away, he followed me, keeping my mouth on him. “No. Not yet. Just a little more.”

      I was only too happy to give him what he asked for. I gulped down the blood that spilled from him in time to the steady thrum of his heart, until I was sure my pulse had synchronized with his.

      The last bit of light seeping from my body winked out, and I released Jerrett reluctantly, lapping at the small wounds in his neck until they closed and stopped bleeding entirely. Then my head fell back to the mattress.

      We stared at each other in shocked silence.

      “Oh my God.” My whisper was soft and broken. “Oh my God, Jerrett. I almost… I tried to…”

      His nostrils flared, and he shook his head. “I know, sweetheart. I know.”

      “I could’ve killed you!”

      “Nah, I’m too tough for that.” He smirked, but I knew him well enough by now to read the unease in his voice.

      “Oh shit. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sor—”

      But before I could finish that sentence, Jerrett cut me off with a rough kiss. His lips were hard and demanding, channelling every bit of confusion and adrenaline that had been unleashed in his body by my attack.

      I kissed him back just as desperately. To have almost seen him die at my hand was fucking with my head, sending guilt ricocheting through me. I wriggled my wrists out of his grip, pulling his head closer to mine as I ran my tongue along his teeth, brushing it over the sharp points of his incisors. I could still taste his blood in my mouth, and the intimacy of what we’d just shared made fire spark low in my belly.

      I’d fed from all of the brothers when they turned me, but I’d been so far gone that I barely remembered any of it. And even if I did, I was sure it would never compare to this.

      Drinking from Jerrett had been more than just a physical experience. It had opened a connection between us, something even deeper than whatever bond had already been there. It felt like our souls had twined together for a brief time.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      I kept whispering the words as I peppered every inch of his face with soft kisses. The short spiky hair on one side of his head tickled my skin, while the longer pieces on top slid through my fingers like silk.

      Muttered apologies continued to fall from my lips as I worked my way down his throat. A fierce need was building inside me. I had to confirm that Jerrett was still here, still breathing, still with me. Nothing I did brought him close enough to satisfy the ache. I needed more. More, more, more.

      Jerrett must’ve felt my savage desire, or maybe it had overtaken his body too. He pulled the top of my nightgown down roughly, breaking the thin straps and tucking the fabric under my breasts so they were exposed. My nipples hardened as he dived down to lick and suck at the soft buds. The metal bar in his tongue teased my flesh, pulling a guttural moan from my lips.

      “Motherfucking goddamn, Will,” he muttered, switching his attention to my other breast.

      His hand snaked down between us, shoving up the hem of my nightie before he slid one thick finger inside me. My back bowed off the bed, and my inner muscles clenched hard around him. He pulled back, watching my face intently as he added a second finger, hooking them to find the hidden bundle of nerves inside me.

      “Oh… oh God.”

      My whispered apologies had died out, replaced by nearly unintelligible whimpers.

      Jerrett’s nostrils flared, the dim light glinting off his lip and eyebrow rings as he gazed down at me with such determined hunger it made my heart skip a beat.

      “I need you, Will. I fucking need you.”

      What came out of my mouth in response definitely wasn’t English, but my nod and my grasping, roaming hands seemed to get the message across just fine.

      His fingers slid out of me, leaving my core empty and bereft. Jerrett kicked off his sleep pants and guided his cock to my soaked entrance. He ran it up and down my folds, stimulating my clit with the fat head of his dick. Then he slowly squeezed himself inside, teasing me for a moment, stretching my entrance before slamming home in one swift thrust.

      He bottomed out inside me with a groan. His head fell forward, a lock of his dark hair brushing against my shoulder as I arched against the sudden pleasurable invasion.

      “Fucking Jesus.”

      Jerrett sounded almost like he was in agony, and I understood why. The intensity of what I felt walked the fine line between pleasure and pain. His thick cock stretched my inner muscles as they clenched against him, and the need for release made me ache.

      He drove into me hard and fast, dipping his head to taste my breasts, to claim my mouth with feral kisses.

      When I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, his thrusts slowed, becoming even and deep. He sat back, hooking his arms under my knees and lifting my ass off the bed as he continued to stroke in and out of me. My nightgown was still bunched around my middle, and I looked down the line of my body to the place where we were connected.

      “Up here, sweetheart. Eyes on me.”

      Jerrett’s voice was soft and silky, and when my gaze flicked up to him, I saw him dip two fingers into his mouth. He withdrew them slowly, bringing his slicked fingers down to massage my clit. He worked them in time to the rhythm of his thrusts, his burning ice-blue gaze never leaving mine.

      When the orgasm barreled into me, stealing my breath and pulling a helpless cry from my lips, Jerrett’s lips curled up in a snarl and he pounded into me, rocking the bed with our movement.. He came with a groan, grinding against me as his cock pulsed inside me.

      He set me gently back down on the mattress, collapsing on top of me with his elbows braced near my head. The tips of our noses almost touched as we stared into each other’s eyes.

      I swallowed hard, the aftermath of the mind-evaporating orgasm making me feel raw and emotional. Tears burned my eyes.

      “I almost killed you.”

      His cock, still buried inside me, pulsed as he groaned. “Fuck yeah, you did, sweetheart. Holy shit and goddamn.”

      My body shook as I laughed and moaned simultaneously. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I know, Will.”

      Jerrett brushed my disheveled hair out of my face and dipped his head, kissing me with long, leisurely sweeps of his tongue. The weight of his body was a reassuring pressure, and his tender gesture soothed me, assuring my soul everything would be all right.

      But when he finally pulled back, he couldn’t hide the worry shining in his piercing blue eyes.
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      Holy fuck.

      Holy fucking fuck.

      I stared down at Willow, spread out beneath me like a damn gift from God. Her hair was a wild mess, her skin was covered with a thin sheen of sweat, and her hazel eyes were dark, mysterious pools. Her cheeks were flushed from sex—and from drinking my blood.

      My cock began to harden again at that thought, and I shifted inside her, rubbing against her stimulated clit. Her breath hitched, and I was tempted to flip her over and start in on round two right the fuck now.

      But my gaze fell on the knife lying beside us on the mattress, and worry trumped my growing lust. What the fuck had happened to her? I’d been pulled from a sound sleep, and when my eyes popped open, I could hardly believe what I was seeing. I was lucky I had fast reflexes, or the shock of seeing Willow standing over me with a goddamn knife would’ve rooted me to the spot long enough for her to fucking end me.

      Will saw the concern on my face, and her hand reached up to cup my cheek. “I’m so sorry, Jerrett.”

      She kept saying that. I hoped I could convince her I didn’t hold this against her at all. It was pretty fucking obvious something else had been controlling her actions.

      I leaned into her touch, turning my head to kiss the palm of her hand. “You’ve got nothing to apologize for, sweetheart. Whoever tried to use you to kill me though? Yeah, they’ve got some fucking explaining to do. Hang on.”

      Reluctantly, I pulled out of her tight warmth, immediately missing the feel of her inner muscles gripping my cock. This woman had fucking ruined me for anyone else.

      I walked naked into the bathroom, grabbed a soft washcloth from the shelf, and returned to find Willow still sprawled on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. I cleaned her gently, then pulled her up to sit. Her nightgown was still bunched around her waist, and I pulled the top up, unable to resist brushing my thumbs against her nipples as I dragged the fabric over her skin.

      She groaned softly, and it took all my self-control not to rip the flimsy fabric right down the middle and bury my face between the soft pillows of her breasts.

      Instead, I tied the straps back together over her shoulders. Then I hopped off the bed, grabbing my discarded pants and a shirt and throwing them on. I held out my hand to Willow, helping her from the bed. She still looked disheveled and thoroughly fucked, but it was a good goddamn look on her.

      “Come on.”

      With a firm grip on her small hand, I led her to the door and down the hall to Sol’s room. I rapped hard on the wood.

      “Sol! Some crazy shit just went down. We need to talk. Malcolm’s room.”

      Not even waiting for an answer, I guided Will to a door farther down the hall, raising my fist to knock again.

      “Mal! Open up. Something’s wrong.”

      In just a few seconds, the lock clicked and my brother opened the door. I was sure he’d been in a sound sleep, but you’d never know it to look at him. Like all good hunters, Mal could go from zero to sixty almost immediately. No cobwebs of sleep lingered in his brain, and his eyes were sharp and alert.

      “What is it?” he asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Yeah, what ‘crazy shit’ just went down?” Sol arrived at our side, his green eyes curious. He sniffed the air lightly. “Besides sex, I mean.”

      Will seemed to choke on her next breath and pressed a hand over her mouth, a flush darkening her cheeks.

      Mal’s brows rose. He gave the air a tentative sniff too before narrowing his eyes at me.

      I smirked, jerking my chin pointedly behind Mal into his room. He sighed and stepped back, ushering us all inside quickly.

      He shut the door behind us before leaning against it, his arms crossed over his chest. “What’s going on? I swear to God, Jerrett, if you woke me up just to tell me you two had sex—”

      “Of course not, Mal. Although, shit, it was worth banging on doors and shouting about from rooftops.” I shot Willow a heated look, and her blush deepened. Then I turned back to Malcolm and Sol. “But mind-blowing sex aside, Willow just tried to kill me.”

      “What?” Sol’s voice was pure shock.

      “I didn’t mean to!” Will held a hand out, her face stricken. “Something was trying to make me kill him.”

      Mal tipped his head, regarding her seriously. I could tell he hadn’t let go of his anger over her promise to King Carrick, but at least he was putting it aside to help us deal with this crisis.

      “What exactly happened?” he asked.

      Willow chewed her lip, tightening her grip on my hand, which she hadn’t let go of since I helped her up from my bed.

      “I was sleeping, and something woke me up. I wasn’t sure what it was at first, so I just tried to go back to sleep. Then I noticed I was glowing. Or rather, the runes on my body were. The brighter they glowed, the foggier my mind got. I heard a voice in my head. It wasn’t my own, but it sort of felt like it was. As if the thoughts came from me.” She shuddered, biting her pink, swollen bottom lip. “But it couldn’t have. Because what it was telling me is something I would never want to do.”

      “What did the voice say?” Sol prompted gently.

      Will looked so sad it broke my damn heart. “It said ‘kill them.’ It kept repeating those words over and over.”

      Sol blew out a breath, his brows pulling together in concern. “‘Them’ meaning us?”

      “I think so. You were the ones who popped into my head anyway.” Willow grimaced. “So I walked down the hall to Jerrett’s room, and when I couldn’t open the locked door, I used my fae magic to phase out and pass through it that way. It felt like my head was underwater or something. Everything was so fuzzy and indistinct. Nothing was clear except one thought—I had to kill Jerrett. I picked up his knife from the bedside table, and I was going to stab him in the heart, but he woke up. He stopped me, and then he brought me back to myself.”

      “How?” Sol cocked his head at her.

      “He… um…” She looked at me, her hazel eyes brimming with emotion.

      “I fed her.” Pride, and another, stronger emotion rose in my chest.

      Sol’s eyes widened, and Malcolm paced away from us. This probably wasn’t helping Mal’s anger at Willow, but hell, I wasn’t going to lie just to spare his feelings. I didn’t like what Will had promised Carrick either, but I wasn’t going to make her pay for it forever.

      And I wasn’t just saying that because of the fucking amazing sex we’d had.

      Okay, maybe a little bit because of that.

      “And that helped? Feeding her?” Sol’s focus darted between the two of us.

      “Yeah. The runes on her skin stopped glowing, and she stopped trying to stab me.”

      “My head got clearer,” Willow added. “I don’t know what it means or why it worked. Maybe it was just the vampire blood. Or maybe it worked because it was Jerrett. Someone I lo—” She broke off, shooting me a surprised look as the color in her cheeks deepened several more shades. “Someone I trust. One of the ones who turned me.”

      “And you decided to celebrate not killing him by having sex?”

      Mal’s voice had a hard edge, and I ground my teeth together. Willow had come such a long way since we’d met her, accepting who she was now and becoming more comfortable in her own skin. If he tried to make her feel bad about indulging her primal need for me in that moment, I’d throw him through the fucking wall, runes and shades and weird sisters be damned.

      But as usual, I needn’t have worried about the firecracker. She’d proven herself capable of standing up to Mal on many occasions, and she drove that point home with a vengeance now.

      She rounded on him, sparks lighting in her hazel eyes. “Yeah, I did! And you know what? It was fucking incredible! Toe-curling, life-altering, call-everyone-you-know-to-brag-about-it kind of incredible.” Stalking toward him, she tipped her chin up, straightening to her full height. “And you know what else? Sol and I had sex last night after the trial. And it was so goddamn good I almost blacked out. Do you have a problem with that?”

      Heat flared in Mal’s eyes, and his chest rose and fell with deep breaths. I knew he was fighting down his arousal at her words. Hell, I was turned on again and I’d just fucked her a few minutes ago. The thought of her with Sol, of what the two of us could do to her together, made my cock twitch. And all three of us? Fuck. If Mal ever got his head out of his ass, the three of us could most definitely make her black out from pleasure.

      Unfortunately, that day might be a long way off.

      Mal’s expression hardened, his jaw clenching. “No. No problem. What I have a problem with is you offering yourself up to Carrick as a goddamned blood courtesan.”

      Tears of frustration welled in Willow’s eyes, and Sol and I both tensed.

      I loved Mal like he was part of my own soul, and I trusted him as a leader. My brother and I would follow him into hell if he asked us to. He had our allegiance no matter what. But that didn’t mean we wouldn’t kick his ass for making Will cry.

      “I did it to save you. Why can’t you see that?” she blurted, swiping angrily at her eyes.

      “We could have found another way. Another solution.” Mal crossed his arms stubbornly.

      “Well, maybe we still can, you giant asshole.” Willow pursed her lips as she glared up at him. “I bought us time. So maybe instead of being a dick and getting mad at me, you can help me figure out a way to survive all of this.”

      Mal’s muscles unbunched a little, his harsh expression softening. “I will always help you, wildcat. You have my word on that.”

      Their gazes locked for several long minutes before Willow murmured, “I know.”

      “A good place to start would be figuring out what the hell caused her runes to flare to life today,” I drawled, breaking into their connection.

      “Right.” Malcolm’s posture changed as he shifted smoothly from angry lover to leader. “This must be why the shades were carving runes onto your skin. The runes open you up to control by whoever their masters are.”

      “Those two women, the ones who look like twins.” Willow nodded. “That explains why the shades have the same markings as I do. The weird sisters are controlling them the same way. So why did mine glow? Theirs never did. At least, as far as I know.”

      “I’m not sure.” Sol stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Perhaps it’s because you’re living and the shades are dead. Or because the runes on your body are incomplete.”

      “That would make sense. I bet it’s also easier for the women to control the shades than to control me, unless the undead have fully functioning brains. I wasn’t able to stop myself from obeying the commands in my head, but I did resist somewhat. I knew, somewhere deep inside, that I didn’t want to do what they were telling me.” Will stepped away from Malcolm, crossing to his large bed to sink onto the end of it. She smoothed her wild hair, twisting it over one shoulder. “But what if it happens again? What if I can’t resist next time?”

      The three of us gathered around the foot of the bed, gazing down at her. She looked like a lost siren, tired and frightened but alluring as fuck nonetheless.

      “It’s a fair concern. We’ll have to be careful.” Malcolm pursed his lips thoughtfully. “From now on, you’ll sleep with one of us.”

      Willow released the hair she’d been twisting, tilting her head up with wide eyes. “What? Won’t that be more dangerous? If I’m trying to kill all of you, wouldn’t you be better off staying far away?”

      “You won’t get rid of us that easily, Willow tree.” Sol smiled, sinking down onto the bed next to her and wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

      “He’s right,” Malcolm agreed. “And besides, if one of us is with you, hopefully we can sense the change in you and let you feed from us before you launch an attack. Since that’s the only way we know of right now to break the spell, we’ll have to be ready at a moment’s notice.”

      Will nodded, clearly not liking this plan but recognizing that it made sense.

      “And we need to keep this a secret.” Malcolm’s voice dropped, concern shadowing his eyes. “Carrick is already far, far too interested in you. It’s bad enough that he knows you have fae heritage, bad enough that you’ve promised him your blood. If he finds out you could fall under the thrall of the weird sisters at any moment, he’ll use that as his excuse to go back on his word and either lock you up to be a blood slave or kill you without letting you complete your trial.”

      “A-fucking-men. This stays between us.” I brushed the hair out of my eyes, running my hand over my head. “And for my money, Carrick’s moving way too fucking slow in his search for more shades and their masters. We need to get back to the hunt as soon as possible. We can’t count on him to fix this.”

      “We can’t count on him for anything.” Sol’s voice was calm as usual, but there was venom behind his words.

      Not surprising. We’d always had a strained relationship with Carrick, but the events of the past week had pretty much destroyed any remaining respect I had for the man.

      “The magic felt connected to me somehow,” Willow said slowly, her gaze drifting out of focus as she sorted through her thoughts.

      “What do you mean, wildcat?” Malcolm dipped his head to look at her more closely.

      “I don’t know exactly. But it felt like the magic was part of me in a way.” She scrubbed her hands over her face. “Ugh. That sounds so hippy-dippy. Maybe it’s because the runes are literally carved into me, or maybe it was the type of magic being used? I’m not sure. But I could feel it.”

      “If the magic is somehow woven into you, that’s concerning, but it may also be why you were able to break their control. The sisters didn’t count on your strength of will.” Sol’s eyes shone like they always did when he was solving a puzzle. “You should keep trying to access your fae magic too. If you can develop your own powers, perhaps you’ll be able to defend yourself better against the sisters’ thrall.”

      “Please, God, yes.” Willow flopped back on the bed, her perky breasts and pink nipples pressing against the fabric of her thin nightgown and straining my self-control. She lifted her head, gazing at us all with serious hazel eyes. “Because believe it or not, I really don’t want to kill any of you.”
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      Darkness bathed the room in shadow. I stretched my exhausted body, relishing the soreness in places that hadn’t felt anything for far too long.

      I hadn’t slept more than a few hours, but it had been so, so worth it.

      A strong arm snaked around my waist, large fingers splaying across my stomach as Jerrett pulled me back into the cradle of his body. His bare skin was hot against mine, and I could feel the slow thud of his heartbeat against my back. I also felt something thick and hard poking my backside, and I wriggled, grinding my ass against his cock. He hissed through his teeth, his hand sliding up to roll my nipple between his fingers.

      I peered over my shoulder at him, loving the way his messy black hair fell across his forehead. “Didn’t I wear you out already?”

      “Sweetheart, it’s gonna take a lot more than that to wear me out.” His voice was a soft growl, and he nipped the shell of my ear to punctuate his words, sending a sharp little zing of pleasure straight down to my clit.

      After our impromptu midday meeting in Malcolm’s room, there had been a brief debate about who I would stay with for the rest of the night. I’d both dreaded and hoped Malcolm would insist on keeping me with him. Part of me was nervous about being alone with him when he was so damned testy, but I also knew we needed to confront whatever was brewing between us at some point. But in the end, Jerrett had won out, using the argument that he’d already dealt with “runey-stabby Willow” once, so he was best equipped to deal with her again if the spell reactivated.

      As soon as we were inside his bedroom, he’d kicked the door shut, scooped me into his arms, and deposited me on the bed where we picked up right where we’d left off.

      And as it turned out, the mind-blowing sex hadn’t been a fluke. If anything, it got better the second time, and the third, as we got to know each other’s bodies more intimately.

      Forget rock star. Forget rock god. Jerrett was a bona fide sex god.

      And he wanted me.

      A pleasurable shiver ran up my spine at the thought, and because the man in question was pretty much plastered to my back, he felt it.

      “What was that for, sweetheart?”

      “I was just thinking about you,” I murmured, snuggling even deeper into his embrace.

      “I should fucking hope so.” He chuckled, giving my nipple a light pinch that pulled a gasp from me. “I’d hate to think that after the day we had, your mind is already wandering.”

      I laughed with him, but the smile quickly faded from my lips. His words had touched on something that’d been bothering me ever since I blurted out in my angry tirade that I’d had sex with both Jerrett and Sol. I’d been trying to goad Malcolm, trying to force a reaction from him. But it hadn’t seemed to make him angry—at least, no angrier than he already was. And neither Jerrett nor Sol had seemed bothered by my declaration at all.

      But the old Willow had been rising to the surface as I thought more about what I’d said, and I felt embarrassed and a little guilty for sleeping with two men—two friends who might as well be brothers—in such quick succession.

      Sure, Jerrett had told me once that he didn’t mind sharing. But for all I knew, he’d just been joking or talking dirty. Maybe he hadn’t been serious.

      “Okay, what are you thinking about now? Something new just popped into that pretty, wild head of yours.”

      Both thrilled and horrified that he could read me so well already, I flipped over onto my other side so we were face-to-face. My leg draped over his, and his cock brushed against my stomach.

      “I was just wondering what’s going on. What does this mean exactly? What do I call you now? My boyfriend?”

      The words sounded way more awkward than I’d hoped, and I looked down to avoid his gaze, tracing the tattoo on his chest with my finger. He hummed a soft noise in the back of his throat, using the knuckles of one hand to tilt my head back up. His blue eyes blazed as he smiled at me.

      “Eh, boyfriend is such a simple word. I know it’s what you’re used to using in the human world, but it doesn’t really sum up what’s happening between us accurately. Why don’t you just call me yours.”

      “Mine?”

      “Uh huh, sweetheart. All yours.”

      He leaned forward to plant a sweet, hot kiss on my mouth, and for a moment, I let myself drown in his touch. When he pulled away, I bit my swollen bottom lip, gazing up at him with my brows pinched together.

      “So… is Sol mine too?”

      Jerrett chuckled, humor dancing in his eyes. “Well, you’d have to ask him. I’m not really in the habit of negotiating the ownership of my brothers. But I have a feeling I know what his answer will be.”

      I rested my hand on the hard muscles of his upper arm, trailing lazy circles on his skin with my fingertips. “And you’d be okay with that? I mean, if I was with you sometimes, and with him sometimes? That’s not usually really done in… in human circles.”

      The amusement didn’t leave Jerrett’s face. “I dunno. You might be surprised, Will. But yeah, to answer your question, I’d absolutely be okay with it. In fact”—he rolled me onto my back, following me until he nestled between my legs—“I don’t see any reason why you couldn’t be with us both sometimes. If you’re up for it.”

      Flashes of the dream I’d had back at the church barreled through my mind, igniting my blood with burning desire. Unconsciously, I wrapped my legs around him, lifting my hips as my inner muscles clenched, seeking his cock.

      Jerrett’s eyes flared, and a sinful, triumphant smile spread across his face. “Well, well, well. I like that answer.”

      My responding laugh was cut off in a breathy gasp as he lined his cock up with my entrance and slid inside me again.
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      The knock at Jerrett’s door came as I was stepping out of the large bath. Technically, I could’ve gone back to my room to clean up and get ready for the night, but I hadn’t been ready to leave the bubble of happiness, sex, and safety that we’d created in this room.

      I grabbed a towel off the rack and wrapped it around my body, sniffing the air tentatively. I didn’t smell either the leather scent or the spicy aroma that I’d come to associate with Malcolm and Sol, and when Jerrett opened the door to an unfamiliar, deep voice, I hid in the bathroom and listened.

      It was a guard, summoning the three brothers to Carrick’s throne room. The man made no mention of me, but he did tell Jerrett that there’d been another shade attack yesterday. A group of shades had attacked a small vampire clan in Vermont, killing several members.

      The guard left, and as soon as Jerrett closed the door, I stepped from the bathroom, worry tightening my stomach.

      “This is bad. While I’m stuck here doing these stupid trials, the weird sisters and their undead servants are out there wreaking havoc. I need to finish this soon. Are there just three challenges in a trial?”

      Jerrett pulled his lip ring into his mouth. “Traditionally, although it’s really at the discretion of the king. But now that Carrick expects your blood after you pass the trials, I don’t see why he’d add any more.”

      Right. That whole mess. Even if I completed the final challenge soon, would the brothers really leave, knowing I’d be stuck here with Carrick?

      Definitely not.

      Would Carrick let me leave with them?

      Also unlikely.

      Panic and helplessness started to rise up within me. I wanted to be out there fighting those awful shades, but instead I was trapped in a lose-lose mind game with the vampire king.

      Jerrett must’ve seen the emotions burbling up inside me. He crossed to me quickly, rubbing away the goose bumps on my arms before kissing me soundly.

      “We’ll deal with it, Will. One thing at a time. First, let us figure out exactly what happened yesterday. Then we’ll go from there.”

      I nodded, holding his gaze until his door burst open, this time with no knock preceding the intrusion. Malcolm and Sol walked in, already midway through a conversation.

      “You think they’ll all obey Carrick’s ruling?” Sol asked, his tone doubtful.

      “I don’t know. But what choice do we have? I am not bringing her with us to the throne room again.”

      “Her?” I stepped toward them. “Her, who? Me?”

      “Yes.” Malcolm met my eyes, his deep brown irises slightly less closed off than they’d been yesterday. “It’s a risk leaving you alone while we go meet with my father. But I don’t trust him. I’m not bringing you into his presence again if I can help it.”

      I shivered. “No argument there. You guys go. Find out what the hell is going on, and if there’ve been any more clues to the weird sisters’ whereabouts. I’ll be okay on my own for a little while.”

      Malcolm scowled. His hand lifted as if he were about to touch my face, but he arrested the movement, clenching his jaw. “I don’t like this.”

      One side of my mouth lifted in a sardonic smile. “Me neither. But it’s the best option we have right now. I’ll be okay. I promise.”

      It was an empty promise. I was hardly in a position to give assurances right now, and Malcolm had to know that. Still, my words seemed to relax him a little.

      The three men escorted me—still wrapped in a towel—across the hall to my room, forming a protective shield around me with their bodies.

      “Be good, sweetheart. Stay safe.” Jerrett pressed a kiss to my hair.

      “Keep working on exploring your power.” Sol kissed me softly on the lips.

      Malcolm gazed at me for a moment, his mouth twitching like he wanted to say something. Or maybe kiss me too. Then he jerked his head at his brothers and led them away down the hall.

      After locking the door behind them, I headed to my wardrobe and raided the stash of clothes usually reserved for my trials, pulling out a pair of pants and a tank top. As I got dressed and slipped on my heavy boots, Sol’s words echoed in my mind. I did need to explore the extent of my fae powers more thoroughly. It was a bit of a tricky proposition since I didn’t know anyone who could help me or guide me—anyone besides Sol, at least, and his guidance was based only on research and hearsay, not practical experience.

      I paced around the room for a bit, trying to focus my attention inward to locate my power. But I was too antsy in here. I couldn’t shake the worry that somehow everyone in the castle would be able to sense it if I used any fae magic. As if it would seep out from under the door like smoke, calling a horde of hungry vampires down on me.

      What I really needed was to get out of this castle.

      I opened my door a crack and peeked into the hall. It was empty. Steeling my nerves, I stepped out and strode down the corridor, trying to project power and confidence. If I didn’t act like a meal, maybe it would encourage the vampires here not to think of me as one.

      Mostly, I just had to hope Carrick had firm control of his people.

      As I made my way through the castle, retracing the route Sol had taken me to get to the garden, I passed several groups of vampires. Every time I did, my heartbeat grew harder and faster, no matter how much I tried to tamp it down.

      It didn’t help that everyone I passed stopped to stare at me, fangs bared as hunger and fascination gleamed in their eyes.

      By the time I stepped out into the gardens, my facade of composure was approaching total collapse.

      I had no idea vampires could flop sweat, but apparently this one can. Great.

      Moonlight shone down on the aromatic garden, and I wended my way quickly through the meandering paths, passing the fountain where Sol and I had sat. I kept walking away from the castle until finally, I reached the stone wall of the castle grounds. I passed under an archway, and the landscape around me changed, no longer curated and tended but wild and overgrown.

      Beautiful.

      I had never gotten to spend much time in the wilderness. I’d gone camping with my dad and stepmom a few times in junior high, but that was about it. And I traded a small city for a huge one when I moved to New York, spending my days surrounded by looming skyscrapers and busy streets.

      But for some reason, the moment I entered this wild space, the tension in my body began to drain away. I felt comfortable, peaceful—at home.

      It makes sense, I guess.

      Sol had told me a bit more about what the fae were like, including their strong connection to the natural world. Maybe being turned by vampires had affected the fae part of me as well as the human part, heightening those qualities that had lain dormant inside me for years.

      Which should make it easier to access my powers now, right?

      I made my way deeper into the woods, walking soundlessly through the overgrown landscape. There was no path laid out, but I didn’t need one. Moonlight cut through the leaves overhead, dappling the forest floor with gray-blue light.

      There was so much to think about, so many problems and questions vying for attention in my brain. But for several minutes, I just let my mind go blank as I made my way through the dark forest. It reminded me of the time I’d spent by the fountain with Sol, and how he’d helped me clear my mind to reach a blank, meditative state.

      My footsteps slowed as light glowed ahead of me. I stepped out of the trees into a clearing bathed in moonlight. A small pond glistened like a dark mirror in the middle of the clearing, its surface smooth and still.

      Seems like as good a place to practice as any.

      Deciding to start with what I already knew I could do, I went incorporeal and walked straight through a large rock by the water’s edge. I phased in and out several times, working on making the transition faster each time.

      It was becoming almost second nature, something I could do in a fight without even thinking about it. The visions were still harder to achieve, and much harder to control. And what else had Sol said fae could do?

      Oh. Right. Glamour.

      How the fuck was I supposed to do that? Fading into an incorporeal state at least made sense to me; it might be crazy and magical, but it still seemed less insane than calling up illusions out of thin air or altering my appearance.

      Still, I had to try.

      I imagined a duck floating on the water next to me—start small, right?—and focused so intently on that image I swore I could feel my brain letting off steam.

      But no duck appeared.

      “Damn it!” I muttered, chewing on my lower lip.

      In movies, the hero always had a mentor to explain things to them, to teach them. Buffy had Giles, Harry had Dumbledore. I had… a lot of secondhand pointers from Sol. And as grateful as I was for his help, I really wished I had a Mr. Miyagi to help me through this.

      I thought hard about ducks for several more minutes before giving up and kicking a small rock into the lake. It landed with a plop, disturbing the glass-like surface with concentric waves of ripples.

      Okay, so maybe water fowl were still too advanced for me. What else could I try?

      Instead of making something new appear, maybe I can modify what already exists.

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to reclaim the calm I’d felt when I first stepped into the woods, letting it fill my body with light and warmth. Then I pictured my face, but instead of imagining myself the way I usually looked, I visualized light blonde hair and green eyes.

      I thought about it so hard my feet stopped moving, and for several beats I stood perfectly still, willing the glamour to take effect.

      A flicker of something caught my eye, and I looked down at the lock of hair draped over my shoulder. For just a second, it flashed blonde. Then it faded back to auburn.

      My heart jumped, slamming against my ribs with shock and excitement. I’d almost done it! I tried again, my efforts bolstered by the belief that this could actually work.

      When I looked down again, my straight, long hair was platinum blonde.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      I reached up, hesitant to touch it for fear I’d break the spell. But when I ran my hands through the soft strands, letting the ends glide between my fingers, the color didn’t change.

      Excitement thrumming in my veins, I knelt by the edge of the pond, staring at my reflection in the water’s glassy surface. A green-eyed, blonde-haired woman with my face and nose stared back at me, her features set in an almost comical expression of shock. I closed my gaping mouth, leaning farther over the water to see better.

      I did it!

      It was definitely a baby step, but it was a step.

      I was about to lean back from the water when something else caught my eye. The runes on my skin were beginning to glow faintly. The white lines of the scars became paler and brighter.

      No! No, no, no.

      Closing my eyes, I let the illusion spell drop and focused all my energy on tamping down the fuzzy, dazed feeling that rose inside me. It was like trying to shove smoke inside a box, but I kept working at it, holding onto the thread of my free will with an iron grip.

      Slowly, agonizingly slowly, the glowing light of the runes began to fade. By the time the scars were back to normal, almost invisible against my skin, I was shaky and sweaty from the effort.

      I sat back on my heels, resting my hands on my knees and tilting my head back to stare up at the night sky.

      Shit. Why did that happen again? What brought it on?

      My hope had been that if I learned to control my fae magic, to access the power inside me, I could use it to stop these hostile takeovers of my body.

      But what if it only made the runes’ power over me stronger?
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      A shiver raced over my skin.

      The cold, stark truth was that I was messing with powers far beyond my understanding. The fact that they were powers I possessed didn’t make me any less out of my depth.

      Suddenly nervous to try any more fae magic, I stood quickly, brushing dirt off my knees. I’d probably been away from the castle for a couple hours. Hopefully the brothers would’ve finished up their meeting with Carrick by now. I should get back before they worried about me.

      I walked back along the perimeter of the pond to where I’d emerged from the woods, then began to retrace my path back to the castle. My sense of direction wasn’t great, but I could smell the trail I’d left through the woods.

      Rather than meandering back, I set a quick pace. I didn’t shadow run for fear of veering too far off course, but I kept up a brisk walk. I kept glancing down at my arms, fearing that any minute the runes would burst into light, and this time I wouldn’t be able to stop them.

      In my distraction, I regressed back to my usual human levels of clumsiness. A root sticking up from the ground snagged my foot, and I pitched forward. Useless adrenaline flooded my body as I went down, landing hard on my knees. But before my hands touched the ground, I felt my soul leave my body, falling, falling, falling through the earth.

      My consciousness tumbled through blackness, weightless and heavy at the same time.

      When the world coalesced around me, I recognized my surroundings immediately. I was in the Penumbra. Inside the castle.

      And a shade stood directly in front of me.

      As I watched, a young vampire guard charged it. But the shade moved with lightning speed, fading away as the guard neared only to solidify a moment later behind the young man. The dark creature rammed a long, thick blade through the vampire’s back, straight through his heart. The tip of the blade emerged from the guard’s chest, stained red with blood.

      I screamed, but it made no sound. The shade didn’t hear me.

      It wrenched the blade free, letting the guard crumple to the floor. The young man collapsed awkwardly on the stone, a pool of blood spreading out beneath him as the light slowly faded from his eyes.

      Vampires could heal from most wounds, but Malcolm had warned me often during our training sessions that there were ways to kill us. Being decapitated, drained completely, exposed to sunlight, or pierced through the heart could all end a vampire’s life permanently.

      And the vampire before me was dying.

      Terror threatened to overwhelm me as I scanned the castle hallway. Several more shades fought guards farther down the corridor. How had they all broken into the palace?

      I was desperate to fight, to help, to do something. But I could only watch as several more shadowy monsters joined their fellows, overpowering the vampires and leaving the hallway littered with bodies.

      Blood dripped down the wall beside me, staining the gray stone red. Shouts and screams echoed down the corridor.

      Then I was being pulled away, hurtling through vast, empty nothingness before slamming back into my body with the force of a speeding car. When I sucked in a breath, musty dirt filled my mouth and nose. I was sprawled where I had landed when I tripped, lying on the forest floor at an awkward angle, my face pressed into the ground.

      Coughing and gasping, I rolled onto my side. Stars peeked through the foliage overhead, and I stared up at them, shock making my body numb.

      Had that been real?

      I had no reason to doubt it. None of the visions my Sight delivered to me had been wrong so far.

      Adrenaline spiked in my blood.

      Where are Jerrett, Sol, and Malcolm?

      They hadn’t been in my vision, but as far as I knew, they were still back at the castle. Were they fighting for their lives right now? Were they even still alive?

      I lurched to my feet, the world spinning wildly before me as I set off at a stumbling run toward the castle. The drumbeat of my heart pounded in my ears, and fear whispered horrifying promises of what I’d find when I made it back.

      The brothers, dead.

      Me, too late to help.

      Tears burned my eyes as I ran, no longer graceful and quiet but clumsy and awkward as I battled down the fading wooziness from the vision. But I had no time to rest and recover. The men needed me—all the residents of the Penumbra needed me. I had to help. I had to do whatever I could.

      I didn’t slow my frantic pace as I dashed under the arch into the carefully tended garden. The peaceful tranquility out here only made me more agitated. It felt surreal, unnatural. When I finally reached the garden entrance to the palace, I tore the door open, bracing myself for the chaos inside.

      But there was none.

      One of the guards at the door looked up at me in surprise. He took in my disheveled appearance and wild eyes, and his expression held a mixture of familiar hunger and sardonic amusement.

      “In a rush to get somewhere, missy?” he drawled.

      My mouth opened and closed in shock. What? This isn’t right.

      The hallway was peaceful and quiet. Farther down the corridor, two vampires strolled by at a leisurely pace.

      I swallowed, turning back to the vampire guard. “I… I need to see King Carrick. Right away.”

      What I had seen wasn’t wrong. I felt certain of it, down to the very marrow of my bones. Carrick needed to know his people were in danger. Hopefully the brothers were still with him in the throne room. They’d know what to do. Or at least, we’d figure it out together.

      The guard leered at me, his fangs peeking out as he licked his lips. “All right, sweet thing.”

      He left the other guard stationed at the door, gesturing me to follow him. I could feel his friend’s eyes devouring me as he led me down the hall toward the throne room, but I was so anxious to deliver my message I hardly cared.

      When we reached the throne room, the guard pushed me forward, nodding to the two burly men who stood sentry outside the door. “This one wants to see King Carrick. I figured he’d be happy to have her.”

      The two tall men chuckled, raking their gazes over me. Then they pulled open the doors.

      Carrick sat on the large throne. A woman was with him. But I saw no sign of Jerrett, Malcolm, or Sol.

      I hesitated in the entryway, reaching out to lay a hand on the arm of the guard who’d delivered me here. He hissed in a ravenous breath at my touch, and I quickly yanked my hand back. “Please. Can you find Malcolm and his friends? I need to talk to them too.”

      He gazed at me for a moment, nostrils flaring. Then he nodded sharply.

      Swallowing hard, I continued into the room, aware of the heavy thud as the doors closed behind me.

      Carrick cocked his head, watching me with interest. The woman with him was human, I realized. She was draped across his lap on the throne, her fancy dress hiked up over knees and her top pulled so low I could see her nipples poking over the neckline. Small trails of blood worked their way down her neck from the puncture wounds there, gathering in her cleavage before disappearing beneath the fabric of her dress.

      Keeping his eyes on me, Carrick bent to lick a path up her breasts to her neck, following the trail of blood.

      My stomach turned. Her blood smelled rich and sweet, and it pained me to admit how much I wanted it. But the look on her face made me feel sick. She looked dazed, loopy. If we’d all been human, and I didn’t know magic or vampires existed, I’d have guessed she was roofied.

      She might not be protesting, but she definitely wasn’t here of her own free will.

      Squaring my shoulders, I marched toward the throne anyway. Carrick might disgust me, but he still needed to know about the threat to his people. I had to believe he would do the right thing when it came down to it.

      “Miss Tate.” His voice was deep and rich, just like Malcolm’s. But there was a sliminess to it that Malcolm didn’t share. “I’m delighted you’ve come.”

      “King Carrick.”

      I hesitated, then dropped into a small, awkward half-bow. I wasn’t sure what the etiquette was, but I didn’t want to start this meeting off on the wrong foot by offending him.  I needed him to listen to me.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” he asked, his dark eyes burning into me.

      “I have to tell you what I—”

      “Have you come to give yourself to me?”

      My footsteps faltered. I blinked. “What?”

      “I can’t stop thinking of your blood, sweet fae. I need it.”

      As I neared the dais where the throne sat, he gave the woman on his lap a push. She stumbled to her feet, blinking at me stupidly before wandering over to one side of the room. Several other women lounged there, all looking as drugged as she did.

      “I’ve fed from my very best blood courtesans.” Carrick waved a hand in the direction of the women as if he were a collector showing off his prized possessions. “But their blood tastes like ash in my mouth when I think of what I could have instead.”

      A shiver of revulsion and fear rippled down my spine. I knew the brothers craved my blood too. I knew how hard it was for them to keep that need in check around me. But none of them had ever made me feel like a walking blood bag. Not like this.

      Gritting my teeth, I fought to keep a neutral expression on my face. I could fully relate to the trouble Malcolm seemed to have maintaining his cool whenever he was around his father. This guy was a major asshole.

      “No, Carrick. That’s not what I came here for. I don’t owe you my blood until after I complete the final challenge of my trials. I came to warn you that I saw—”

      “My dear, I don’t think I can wait.” Carrick stood, gazing down at me from the dais. He was nearly as big as Malcolm, and from his platform above me, he seemed to loom like a giant.

      “King Carrick!” My voice was sharp, desperation and nerves making it crack like a whip. Why wouldn’t he listen? “This is important. The shades are coming! I don’t know when, or how, but I saw—”

      “The shades are being dealt with, my dear.” He waved his hand dismissively. “I met with Malcolm and his friends. There have been more attacks, but we have a plan to find them and defeat them.”

      “No! That’s my point. You won’t have to find them, because they’re coming he—”

      My words cut off as Carrick moved down the steps toward me, so fast I could barely track the movement. One large hand grabbed my face, his palm cupping my chin as his fingers squeezed my cheeks so hard the soft flesh dug into my teeth.

      “I told you. It is being dealt with.”

      His voice was low and controlled, but the look in his dark eyes was wild. He inhaled deeply, and even watching him consume that much of my essence made me feel dirty. He bent his head to speak close to my ear, and I tried to shrink away from his overwhelming presence.

      “You should know I’m a man of my word, my dear,” Carrick murmured. “I would never go back on a promise. But as it happens, I have control over how the trials are carried out. I have, on occasion, made a newly turned vampire complete dozens of challenges rather than three. And in this case, I can decide the trials are over after just two. It is at my sole discretion. And I say you passed.”

      Fear weakened my muscles until only the king’s firm grip on my face was keeping me upright.

      “No.” My voice shook, and his hold on me made speaking difficult. “I didn’t agree to that. I—”

      He spun me in a flash, wrapping his arms around me from behind, one thick arm across my chest and one around my waist. He pressed his nose into the space where my neck met my shoulder, inhaling so deeply it was like he was trying to steal my soul.

      All thoughts of the looming shade threat fled my mind as a new fear took its place.

      My gaze darted around the room. Aside from the several women lounging in the corner, at least half a dozen guards lined the walls, and two more stood by the door. If I fought Carrick, I would die trying.

      And suddenly, I understood why Malcolm had been so angry at the deal I’d made. I’d thought I was doing the noble thing by offering up my blood to save the brothers. I’d assumed Malcolm just didn’t understand that I’d done it to keep them alive.

      But what I hadn’t been able to comprehend was that maybe he would’ve preferred to die than to see Carrick drink from me.

      I understood it now.

      Because I’d rather die than let the king have one drop of my blood.

      “My sweet, sweet little fae.” Carrick let out a low, hissing breath, and half a heartbeat later, his sharp fangs grazed my neck.

      My reaction was instinctual, primal… and totally unexpected. As Carrick opened his mouth to bite down, I kicked backward, delivering a hard blow to his left knee. I put everything I had into it, and the combination of vampire strength, fear, and rage rewarded me with the satisfying sound of bone breaking.

      King Carrick bellowed, falling sideways as his leg gave out. As one, his guards rushed forward, fangs bared. But Carrick held up a hand from where he’d landed on the stone floor.

      “No!” He tilted his head up to me, pure malice in his expression. “Don’t kill her. I want her alive.”

      The guards stopped several feet from me, their combined gazes making my skin crawl. They were like dogs barely held in check by their master. One word from the king, and my fate could change again.

      Carrick slowly rose to his feet, dragging his bad leg. I could tell it was already healing though; in less than a minute, he’d be good as new. And I wouldn’t be able to surprise him like that again.

      “You have spirit, little fae.” His dark eyes held a bloodthirsty gleam. “I’ll give you that. And to be honest, I haven’t hunted in far too long. I think that will make this even more enjoyable.”

      He drew his left leg forward, shifting his weight to test it.

      The leg held, and Carrick looked at me again, a slow, predatory smile spreading across his face.

      “Well, my dear. Shall we dance?”
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      Like the true prey I was, I froze.

      Some part of my brain was screaming at me to run, but I knew it would be fucking useless. Run where? I wouldn’t get four feet before Carrick or his guards took me down.

      If I fought, it would only spur on their bloodlust.

      But if I did nothing, I would lose for sure.

      Those thoughts circled around and around in my brain until it felt like my skull was on fire. I kept waiting for a better option to pop into my head, one that might actually mean I’d get out of here alive, but nothing ever did.

      So I stayed frozen, my gaze locked with Carrick’s, until the king forced my hand.

      He rushed toward me, wrapping an arm around my chest and reeling me into his body. I threw out an elbow, driving it into his ribs. He let out a grunt, but tightened his grip on me, ignoring my struggles as he grabbed a fistful of my hair to yank my head back.

      A piercing cry escaped my lips, bouncing off the high ceiling and walls.

      Then a new voice cut the air.

      “Let her go, you son of a bitch.”

      The tone was deadly, furious, and dark, but I’d never heard a sweeter sound in my life. I wrenched my head down, though the king’s hold on my hair made my eyes water with pain, and saw Malcolm stride purposefully into the throne room, flanked by Jerrett and Sol. All three looked angrier than I’d ever seen them.

      The two guards who’d been stationed outside the door rushed in too. They must not’ve known what was going on in here, or they wouldn’t have let the brothers barge in unimpeded. But now they stood at the ready, looking to Carrick for instructions.

      Carrick chuckled, but the sound wasn’t light or friendly. “My dear, misguided boy. Always trying to play the hero. When will you realize that is not our purpose?”

      “What purpose is that, father? The one you decided was ours when you turned me? When you ripped me away from the life I wanted to subject me to this eternal hell?”

      Carrick’s grip on me tightened, using me like a shield between himself and the brothers. The three men advanced slowly, their movements almost imperceptible. But the guards watched them closely, and I knew at some point my rescuers would cross an invisible barrier that would provoke a counterattack.

      “I turned you so you could join me in eternal life.” The king’s voice was fervent. “So we could rule together. So you too could experience what it feels like to be the pinnacle of all creation.”

      Anger flashed in Malcolm’s eyes. “We are not the pinnacle. We’re a scourge and a curse.”

      Carrick kept a firm grip on my hair as he began to pull me backward, away from the advancing men. I dragged my feet, but it did little good.

      “My foolish boy. When will you give up wishing you were human again? I thought I cured you of that with Ariana.”

      My eyes were locked on Malcolm, so I saw the change come over him. At the mention of that name, something about his appearance shifted. His fangs extended even farther as his skin seemed to stretch tight over the contours of his face. His irises shifted from deep brown to pure black. He looked demonic, terrifying—like the monster he seemed to think he was.

      “Do not say her name!” he roared, saliva dripping from his long incisors.

      And then he moved. He charged toward us, so fast I swore he left gusts of wind in his wake. Carrick’s body jerked. He obviously hadn’t expected Malcolm to attack like this.

      The king tried to hide behind my body—fucking coward—but Malcolm grabbed his arm, tearing him away from me as the two men went to the floor. In a flash, Jerrett and Sol reached my side, turning their backs to me as they faced off against the advancing guards. Carrick and Malcolm rolled across the floor, lashing out with teeth and fists.

      Then something strange happened.

      One of the guards closest to us flickered.

      There was no other word for what he did. Like a TV channel with bad reception, the image of him was briefly replaced by a large, shadowy form before snapping back to that of a muscular, brown-haired guard.

      My breath stopped.

      What the fuck?

      My gaze cast around the guards circling us, then darted between Sol and Jerrett. “Um, guys? I think—”

      I didn’t get to finish, but it didn’t matter. Because a second later, they knew exactly what I’d been about to say. Six of the ten guards surrounding us shifted, morphing into the walking shadows I knew all too well.

      Fear and understanding lanced through me.

      This is how the shades got into the palace. And this is the attack I saw. There’s no more time to stop it. It’s already here.

      The remaining vampires looked around in shock, surprised to find their allies suddenly gone, replaced by undead monsters. I might not like Carrick’s guards, but at least they weren’t stupid. They shifted their attention away from us to the new threat, throwing themselves at the shades.

      All hell broke loose as the shadow creatures met the attack head on. Screams, shouts, and grunts filled the air as black claws raked across pale skin and vampire teeth sank into black, shadowy flesh. The guards were strong and clearly good fighters, but the shades matched them in speed and strength, and had the added advantage of being able to go incorporeal.

      On the far side of the room, the human women shrieked, huddling together in a corner much like the goblin children had done at that church.

      My heart twisted. Innocents kept getting caught up in this mess, unable to defend themselves from these supernatural predators. Thankfully, the shades were too busy fighting vampires to go after the pile of humans in the corner. For now, at least.

      Sol, Jerrett, and I fended off a shade who kept darting in for quick attacks, his movements like an asp striking.

      Carrick and Malcolm broke apart from their deadly battle, turning to take in the commotion. They seemed to realize what was happening at the same time, but their reactions couldn’t have been more different. Carrick took several steps backward, but Malcolm bellowed in rage and threw himself into the fight, leaping on the shade who was attacking us and sinking his long fangs into its neck.

      He ripped his head away, tearing out the shade’s throat. The thing collapsed to the floor, its large, smoky body shriveling into a skeletal gray-skinned corpse.

      Panicked screams and shouts came from the hallway outside, and Malcolm’s head whipped around. His face still had the terrifying, almost demonic appearance it’d taken on earlier, as battle rage coursed through his body.

      “They’re attacking the castle. Come on!”

      He raced for the doorway, and I followed close behind him, Jerrett and Sol on my heels. I cast a look behind us as we reached the door. Carrick, the son of a bitch, was ducking into a small secret passage he’d opened up at the back of the room.

      Anger welled inside me. He isn’t even going to fight for his people.

      I’d had plenty of reasons not to like Carrick before, but I hated him more than I ever thought possible in that moment.

      I didn’t have time to dwell on it though, because as soon as we burst into the hallway, more pressing matters demanded my attention. Specifically, the shade running toward me with a wickedly gleaming knife clutched in its hand. I dodged left, avoiding the blade, and Jerrett leapt on the monster’s back as it passed.

      With a feral roar, he wrapped both hands around its head, but before he could snap its neck, the shade went incorporeal. Jerrett dropped to the ground, much more gracefully than I would’ve, and pivoted, launching himself at the shade as soon as it solidified again.

      Farther down the hall, two female vampires ran up from opposite directions in an intersecting hallway. Their eyes met, and there was a brief pause as they stared at each other. Then the one on they right dropped her illusion, morphing into a shade. She grabbed the other, whose face was frozen in shock, and threw her into a wall with such force the stone crumbled.

      The vampire fell to the ground in a heap, and the shade continued down the corridor in the direction it had been headed.

      “Jerrett!” Malcolm’s call drew my attention.

      “On it! Come on, you motherfucker!”

      The two of them cornered the shade that had attacked us. In a quick movement, Malcolm pinned it to the wall; before it could slip away, Jerrett ripped its head off with a sickening sound.

      He dropped the mummified skull to the ground and turned toward us, his long lock of dark hair hanging over his eyes. “How the fuck did these things get in here unnoticed? And so fucking many of them? The guards should’ve smelled their scent a mile away!”

      Sol sniffed the air, his lips turning down in a frown. “I can smell them now. But until they shifted, I didn’t notice anything unusual. They must’ve used some kind of spell to cloak their scent.”

      “Well, motherfucking shit goddamnit.”

      Jerrett kicked the dead shade’s skull like a football and it careened down the hall, hitting the wall of the intersecting corridor at the end. It smashed against the stone with a loud crunch.

      “Feel better?” Malcolm asked. His face had returned to normal, though battle fever still lit his eyes.

      “Not yet,” Jerrett returned grimly.

      “Come on.” Sol led the way down the corridor toward the heart of the castle, where screams and shouts still echoed.

      The vampire woman rose unsteadily to her feet and followed us. I shot her a glance, my heart swelling with pride for my new people. Even if Carrick wasn’t willing to defend the castle, the vampires who lived here would defend themselves.

      We careened through the winding corridors of the castle until we turned into a new hallway, and my heart stopped. It was like horrible, bloody deja vu. The hallway was littered in vampire bodies, and blood streaked the walls. As I watched, the shade who’d just impaled the young vampire from my vision yanked his blade free. The vampire collapsed, blood pulsing from the wound on the left side of his chest.

      I almost retched, the sight of so much death and blood overwhelming me. But more than that was the fact that I’d been forced to see this sight twice, and both times I’d been powerless to stop it.

      Rage filled my body like hot steam, and I stepped forward. But before I could charge the shade, it disappeared down the hallway, followed by its brethren.

      “Goddamn it!” I raced after their dark forms, the need for vengeance burning through me. “Come on!”

      We raced through the corridor, past the mutilated bodies of downed vampires. Malcolm had told me that our kind were immortal, not invincible. I’d known that. I’d believed him. But it was still surreal to see such powerful supernatural beings lying dead around us. It felt wrong somehow, like this was all just a terrible nightmare I would wake up from soon.

      But I knew that wasn’t true.

      This might be a nightmare, but unlike the vision I’d had earlier, it was very, very real. There would be no waking up from this.

      My heart cracked open as we ran. I hadn’t been able to stop it from happening. I’d tried to warn the king and failed.

      Goddamn you, Carrick.

      He’d been too busy lusting after my blood to listen to me. He’d betrayed his people for his own selfish desires.

      And now we would all pay for his mistake.
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      The sounds of our footsteps bounced off the hard stone walls as we ran. There were five sets of footsteps. The vampire woman who’d been attacked by the shade—Celia, I thought her name was—still followed us. Her gait had been unsteady at first, but it had picked up strength and speed as she healed.

      I pulled alongside Willow, and Jerrett covered her other side as we raced for the weapons room. Fangs were all well and good, but against these monsters, we needed every advantage we could get. Willow had already proved herself to be adept with a blade, and what she lacked in actual training, she made up for in determination and power.

      Malcolm wrenched swords from their racks and distributed them.

      “Sol! Here!”

      He tossed one to me, and I heard the whisper of steel cutting through air as I followed the trajectory of its aura. My hand darted out, closing around the cool, leather-wrapped hilt.

      “If the shades disguised themselves as vampires to infiltrate the castle, does that mean they killed all the vampires whose places they took?” Willow’s voice was thick with worry.

      “I don’t know. They may have, but it’s also possible some disguised themselves as unknown vampires. On any given night, there are dozens of vampires from North American clans coming and going,” Malcolm answered, leading the charge as we dashed back out into the hallway.

      “Yeah, and since they covered up their fucking stench, no one would’ve thought anything of it.” Jerrett made a noise of disgust.

      We followed the loudest sounds of battle, which emanated from the great hall. When we reached the large room’s entrance, noises and scents assaulted me. Vampires shouted, and the shades emitted ungodly shrieks as they fought. Celia left our group, throwing herself into the fray.

      The four of us remained in the doorway for a moment, huddled together in a tight formation.

      “My father has disappeared,” Malcolm growled. “He won’t show his face again until this fight is over, one way or another.”

      “Just as fucking well.” Jerrett’s voice was bitter.

      “I would agree with you, but without him, the guards will be disorganized. They’ll still fight, but he’s supposed to be their leader.”

      “Damn it. Why did the shades sneak in here? Why attack now? What do they want?” Willow’s voice came from beside me, breathless and fearful.

      “I don’t know,” Malcolm answered grimly. “But it’s obviously a coordinated attack. The weird sisters have been planning this for days while we wasted time on trials and feasts.”

      A shout rose up, followed by a crash. The vampire who’d been thrown through the door into the wall behind us picked himself up, darting back toward the battle. He would heal while he fought.

      “Shit.” I could hear Willow’s pulse pick up. “This can’t go on much longer. The shades have already killed too many. Do you think they came here for me? Should I—”

      “No!”

      My brothers and I nearly shouted the word at her in unison. If she tried to do the noble thing again and offer herself to the shades in exchange for peace, it would kill me. And we’d all seen how well her deal with Carrick had worked out. Bargains with devils never ended well.

      “No, sweetheart. I don’t think they did. If they had, they’d have sensed you and hunted you down already.”

      Jerrett’s words were hardly reassuring, but he was right. If the shades were after Willow this time, we would know it. The ones in the throne room hadn’t honed in on her, and neither had the ones here. Perhaps the sisters had given up on her after she’d proved resistant to their spell.

      But that left the question, what did they want?

      Before I had time to speak my thoughts out loud, a rush of cool, fetid air flew toward us.

      “Ah, fuck!” Jerrett ducked out of the way of the attacking shade. “Wanna dance, you asshole?”

      He grabbed its arm and swung it toward me, but it went incorporeal before I could launch an attack. A chill washed over me as the shade ran right through me.

      I swung around, waiting for the change in the creature’s aura that would tell me it had solidified again. It circled all four of us as we grouped together, backs pressed together.

      “It’s a risk for them to come here,” Malcolm murmured in a low voice. “They match us in strength and speed, but they’re not invulnerable either. The sisters are taking a chance that they’ll lose the undead army they’ve built. Why?”

      “There must be something they want here. Something they need in the Penumbra.” Jerrett’s words were followed by a grunt as the shade materialized in front of him, landing a hard blow to his body.

      I pivoted, swiping out in an arc that caught the shade in the gut before it could retreat. The thing let out a hollow shriek, and sticky blood sprayed across my hand.

      “Nice hit, Sol!” Jerrett crowed, his voice hoarse from the blow to his ribs.

      The shade started to slither away, obviously hoping to recover so it could attack again. But I wasn’t in the habit of giving my enemies time to do that. I raced down the hallway, leaping up and kicking off the wall to get extra height before coming down on the shade.

      My blade struck first, driving through the creature’s neck, and my body followed, knocking it off its feet. By the time we hit the ground, its form was already shriveling, curling in on itself like a dead bug.

      I crouched on one knee, listening to the sounds of the fight in the main hall.

      Then something else caught my ears.

      I stood, pulling my sword from the ancient monster on the floor.

      Willow stepped forward, but I put an arm around her, holding her still next to my body. “Shhh.”

      Her attention was like a warm fire on a cold day as she studied my face, but there was no time to bask in her radiance now. My brothers had frozen as well, accustomed to me calling upon my superior hearing when we hunted.

      Dozens—hundreds—of noises filtered in from all around us, and I sorted through them quickly, attuning my hearing to pick up each nuance.

      In the main hall, a foot landed on bone with a thud and a crunch. Cries of pain and rage filled the air.

      Farther down the corridor, a vampire breathed heavily in sharp gulps.

      In the throne room, steel met with steel.

      And at the castle entrance, a whispering, whooshing sound filled the air.

      “There!” I murmured, my eyes darting back and forth beneath my closed lids as I honed in on that sound, following it.

      Willow swallowed. I could feel her curiosity burning beneath her skin, but she didn’t ask me to explain until I opened my eyes.

      “What? Where? What did you hear?” she asked as I tilted my head down at her.

      I lifted my gaze toward my brothers, squeezing Willow tighter as worry filled me. “More shades. Maybe dozens of them. Coming in through the front entrance. The ones in disguise were just the first wave. They kept us busy until their friends arrived.”

      Willow stepped away from me, and I already missed her presence. I wanted to lock her up in some safe corner of the castle until this was over, but I knew I couldn’t. She’d refuse to follow the same coward’s path Carrick had, and although worry for her made it hard to think straight, her honor and fighting spirit were part of what I loved about her.

      “Where are they headed? The throne room? The main hall?” Her voice shook only slightly, and I heard her adjust her grip on her weapon.

      I listened again. The whooshing sound of several shades moving at once was easier to pick up now. They’d moved farther into the castle. But neither of Willow’s guesses were correct.

      Cocking my head, I compared the sounds I was hearing to my internal map of the castle, trying to piece together the shades’ destination.

      The noise of the new shadow creatures grew louder, then faded a bit as they veered off toward the northwest wing of the castle.

      “Sol?” Jerrett’s voice was low but urgent.

      My brow furrowed as I turned my head in his direction. Impatience and battle fever churned in his aura.

      “They’re heading toward the artifact room.”
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      “Motherfucker!”

      Jerrett cursed, and the three brothers turned and raced down the hallway. I allowed myself to be swept along with them, although I didn’t exactly understand what was so bad about Sol’s answer. If the shades who were fighting in the main hall never got reinforcements, it was only a matter of time before the vampires overpowered them.

      “What do they want in the artifact room?” I asked, as we tore down the hallway and up a set of stairs to the next level.

      “I don’t know.” Sol’s voice was heavy with worry. “But that’s definitely where they’re all headed.”

      “My father is a collector of ancient and powerful objects.” Malcolm glanced down at me from where he ran beside me. “He’s obsessed with magically imbued artifacts and charmed trinkets. As if the power we wield isn’t enough, he’s spent his long life gathering more to add to his collection.”

      “Oh shit,” I breathed, remembering how he’d boasted of it when he barged into my room that night. “And the sisters want something he collected.”

      “I’d bet my life on it.”

      We ran up several more flights of stairs and dashed down a corridor, Sol and Jerrett in the lead.

      The hallway turned sharply up ahead at the far northwestern corner of the sweeping castle. A large wooden door was set in the wall near the corner.

      “That leads to the tower where the artifact room is. We took the shorter route, so—”

      Malcolm’s words were cut off by a screech echoing down the intersecting hallway ahead of us.

      “Damn it. The shades are almost here. Hurry!” Sol called back.

      As we reached the corner, I glanced down the other hallway and my blood froze. At least a dozen shades poured down the corridor toward us, as if night itself were coming to eat us alive.

      We braced ourselves, weapons drawn. For a moment, I had an insane urge to laugh at the image of myself standing here surrounded by vampires, brandishing a sword as if I had any real clue how to use it besides “insert pointy end into enemy’s body.”

      But the laugh died in my throat as the shades bore down on us like a whispering, deadly tidal wave.

      Nothing about this was fucking funny.

      Then they reached us, and there was no more time to think. There was only time to react as dark, claw-tipped hands whipped out, clawing and scratching. I swung my blade at a shade who reached for me, opening a gash along its shadowy arm. Beside me, Sol decapitated another, and Malcolm ran one through with his blade.

      The injured shade shrank away from me, right into Jerrett’s sword. He dragged his blade across its back, sending a spray of dark blood flying.

      But there were so many.

      Another monster immediately took the first one’s place, bearing down on me. I readied my sword, holding it with both hands. Before I could strike, the thing faded away into a smoky shadow and darted past me, passing easily through the door to the tower.

      “Shit! He went through the—”

      Before I could finish, two more shades had broken away from the fight and slipped through the heavy door.

      “Fuck my fucking earhole!” Jerrett growled in frustration, rattling the handle before throwing himself at the locked door.

      I didn’t even ask if it was a good idea. I just faded into an ephemeral state and passed through the wood too. Another shade came through right after me, and I shuddered as its body passed through mine. It didn’t linger to fight me though, so I solidified and unlocked the door, pushing it open to see Jerrett, Sol, and Malcolm still battling back the remaining shades on the other side.

      The shades howled—I couldn’t tell if it was in joy or anger that I’d opened the door—and rushed forward. Sol and Jerrett stepped into their path, moving in a whirlwind of limbs and sharp metal.

      “Go! Go! We’ll keep these ones busy!” Jerrett shouted.

      Malcolm rushed through the door, racing up the winding spiral stairs two at a time.

      I raced up after him, trying not to think about the eerie similarity between this moment and the last time we’d fought a group of shades. Why did we keep ending up in towers? At least there’d be no hole in the floor of this one like there had been in the bell tower.

      When we reached the landing at the top, the door to the artifact room already stood open. Inside, shades flitted about the room.

      The room itself was large and round, with several tall, narrow windows spaced at equal intervals, and massive shelves lining the curved walls. Several tables and stands were arranged around the room too, crammed full of strange, ornate objects.

      Malcolm had been right. The shades were definitely searching for something. Every object in this room must be worth a fortune, and many likely possessed spells whose power I could barely comprehend. But the shadowy creatures weren’t pillaging the room, taking everything they could get their hands on. They were after only one thing.

      But what one thing?

      My gaze scanned the room as Malcolm and I entered. He leapt toward the closest shade, and it was only then that I noticed the shade was missing an arm. It must be the one we’d fought outside my apartment. Malcolm clearly realized it too, because a growl rumbled in his chest and he reached for it, probably intending to repeat Jerrett’s limb-removal trick with its other arm.

      A flash of movement to my left caught my attention, and I turned to see a shade rushing toward me. I phased out, allowing it to charge right through me, and as soon as it cleared my body, I solidified, cleanly decapitating the monster with a sweeping slash.

      The shade’s head fell from its body, and triumph welled in my heart. Maybe we could do this. If we dealt with the creatures up here, and Jerrett and Sol kept the ones downstairs from reaching us, maybe we could keep this room protected—keep them from finding whatever prize they were after.

      But as usual, I’d gotten my hopes up too soon. Almost as soon as the thought registered in my brain, several more shades floated through the door.

      Of course. Jerrett and Sol had temporarily put the monsters back on their heels downstairs. But no matter how well the two of them fought, all the shadow creatures had to do was go incorporeal to pass through the door. The brothers couldn’t stop them.

      “Goddamnit!” Jerrett bellowed.

      “We’re coming!”

      Their shouts echoed up the stairwell as I turned to face the new threat. The large room now held seven shades, their dark forms overwhelming the space. The only reason we were alive right now was because the monsters were more focused on their search than on fighting.

      But we couldn’t let them find what they wanted.

      I threw myself toward a group of them just as a horrible ripping noise sounded from behind me. Malcolm had torn off the shade’s other arm. He tossed it aside, aiming a booted foot at the creature’s midsection. The shade stumbled backward, unable to reach out to catch its balance. It plowed into a shelf near the door, knocking a glowing green ball off a small wooden pedestal.

      The ball flashed like an emerald as it fell through the air.

      Then it hit the ground and exploded.

      I was thrown backward by the force of the blast, and I had a sudden fearful thought that this explosion was about to set off a chain reaction in this room full of dangerous spells.

      My back slammed into a window, cracking the glass with the impact, and I fell to the floor, my ears ringing.

      A loud rumbling noise filled the room.

      The entire tower shook. For a moment, I thought my dire prediction had come true, and more unstable spells had been set off by the blast.

      But no other artifacts exploded. Dust and debris filled the air, and as I looked up through the haze, I saw what had caused the rumbling and shaking. The stone arch of the doorway had collapsed. The entrance to the room was now blocked by giant, jagged pieces of stone. A hole had appeared in the roof near the door, and moonlight filtered into the room.

      “Sol! Jerrett!”

      Fear lanced through me, and I heaved myself up, racing toward what had once been the doorway.

      “Motherfucking goddamn son of a dirty fucking whore!”

      The faint stream of profanity was like music to my ears. I could hear Sol’s voice too, and the vise of fear around my heart relaxed. The two brothers couldn’t reach us, but at least they were still alive.

      As the fog of panic faded from my mind, I turned back to face the room. Several shades had been hit hard by the blast too, and now they picked themselves up slowly. Malcolm had been closer to the door than I was, but he’d somehow recovered faster.

      Blood trailed down his cheek from a cut next to his right eye as he stalked over to a shade that’d been stunned by the blast. He lifted his large booted foot and stomped on its head.

      With a sickening crunch, the shade’s skull cracked, and its body began to shrivel and shrink.

      The remaining shades shrieked with anger. Those who had recovered from the explosion began moving quickly around the room, renewing their search in earnest. Several tables had been overturned by the blast, and many of the precious artifacts on them had broken. A copper pocket watch had flipped open, and a black substance oozed out from behind the watch face, spreading across the floor like spilled ink. Whatever spell the watch had contained looked like it was dissolving.

      Please, Fate, let whatever they’re looking for be broken.

      I raced toward a group of shades, determined to pull my weight in this fight. Malcolm had already taken out two, and I’d only killed one.

      Raising my sword high, I swung it at the first shade I reached—probably more like a baseball bat than a blade, but hey, it got the job done. I caught the creature in the mid-back and it growled, turning to face me. My sword had wedged between its bones, and I hadn’t been prepared for the movement. The hilt was yanked from my hand as I stumbled forward. The shade scrabbled for the blade lodged in its back, careening backward into a set of shelves along the wall.

      Several items tumbled to the floor, and a small wooden box popped open. The shade I’d injured didn’t seem to notice, but its four buddies definitely did. Their heads all swiveled to the open box as if they shared a single brain.

      That’s it. What they want is in that box.

      The thought wasn’t even complete before I dove for the small container, throwing myself on top of it and covering it with my body.

      “Willow!”

      Malcolm’s voice was a roar behind me, but it was drowned out by searing pain as a shadow creature raked its claws down my back. A scream burst from my throat, but I stayed where I was, curling myself around the box and whatever was inside it like a living shield.

      A moment later, large boots appeared by my head, and a snapping, snarling sound reached my ears. I peeked up and saw Malcolm standing over me, his face distended in that demonic, feral vampire look again. He bared his teeth and growled.

      Two of the shades tried to rush us, but Malcolm moved faster than I’d ever seen. It was almost like there were two of him, in two places at once. The shades howled in frustration, moving in on us with agitated jerks, searching for an opening.

      “Wildcat,” Malcolm said, his voice rough as sandpaper. “Get up. Keep that thing with you. Move to the window behind you. I’ll get you out of here.”

      Suspicion rose in my mind at his use of the word “you.” He wasn’t going to try to stay here, was he? We had what we needed. If we got the whatever-it-was out of here, there would be no reason for him to stay and fight the shades.

      Still clutching the box to my stomach, I started crawling toward the window on three limbs. Malcolm backed up with me, keeping up his attack on any shades who tried to get near.

      What the hell is this thing anyway?

      Deftly, I reached for the object inside, letting the wooden box fall to the floor beside me. I glanced down at it as I reached a window with the glass blown out from the blast.

      This is it?

      It was a small statue carved from dark stone. The work was crude and rudimentary, but in the moonlight, the statue looked like a pregnant woman sitting crosslegged. The only odd thing about it was that instead of a human head, she had a pig head.

      My brow furrowed. How could this little thing be worth everything we’d just gone through?

      Never mind. Time to figure that out later, after we get out of here.

      “Malcolm! I’m here!” I called. “Are we going out the window?”

      “Ye—”

      But before the word was out of his mouth, a shade went incorporeal and charged. It slid right through his body and coalesced in front of me, reaching for its prize. I spun, cradling the statue to my chest. The wounds in my back were mostly healed, but the twisting motion still stung like a bitch.

      “Willow!” Malcolm dove for me, shoving the monster aside and grabbing the statue from my grip. “Go! Now!”

      He spun me toward the window, and I braced myself in the frame, prepared to jump. We were so high up it made my head swim, but several tall trees were clustered around the tower. If I could catch the limb of one of them—

      A noise from behind stopped me short.

      Not a shout. Not a shriek.

      It was just a quiet grunt, so soft it could’ve been Malcolm stubbing his toe.

      But it wasn’t. Somehow, I knew it wasn’t.

      Ice filled my veins as I turned to look over my shoulder. The shade I’d hacked with my sword had pulled the blade loose… and stabbed it right through Malcolm’s chest.

      The large, powerful man let out a hitching breath then fell to his knees. The shade kicked him backward, yanking out the blade as the stone statue dropped to the floor with a dull thud. Another shade picked it up, and all of them fled toward a shimmering veil that had appeared in the middle of the room.

      They passed through it and disappeared, taking the statue with them.

      The veil closed, disappearing like a wisp, but I hardly noticed.

      My gaze was locked on the dying vampire before me.
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      A rushing sound filled my ears, and blackness edged my vision as fear gripped me in a stranglehold.

      I ran to Malcolm and dropped to knees that didn’t feel like mine, cradling his large form in arms that must belong to someone else.

      It can’t be me. It can’t be him. This can’t be real.

      My entire body felt numb with shock and grief.

      Malcolm blinked up at me, his deep brown eyes softer than I’d ever seen them. It was as though slipping toward death peeled away all the hard outer layers he normally hid behind, exposing the gentle, sweet soul underneath. He smiled up at me, and a trickle of blood fell from the corner of his mouth.

      That smile broke my heart, shattered it into a million pieces. There was so much emotion contained in the simple curve of his lips.

      Tenderness. Devotion.

      Love.

      He looked so proud of me, so happy to see my face hovering above his, that I couldn’t hold back the tears spilling down my cheeks.

      “I didn’t stop them, Malcolm. I couldn’t. They got the statue.”

      He was going to die for nothing. I’d failed him. I’d failed everyone.

      Malcolm shook his head slightly. His shaggy dark hair gleamed in the moonlight. So did the blood pouring from the hole in his chest.

      “It’s not…”

      He tried to speak, but his voice broke off in a hacking gasp. His body was becoming heavier in my arms as strength left him.

      No. No. No.

      It was the only word I could focus on. Just no.

      I would not let this happen. Malcolm couldn’t fucking die on me. Not until he knew how I felt about him—and hell, not after that either. I needed him with me just as much as I needed his brothers. He was strong and brave and fiercely protective. The world needed more men like that, not less.

      Dimly aware of shouts from below me, echoing up from the rest of the castle, I lifted my wrist to my lips. The adrenaline of the fight had brought my fangs out, and now I sank them into the soft flesh of my wrist.

      Blood welled in my mouth, tangy and coppery.

      I’d bitten deep. Blood pulsed from the puncture wounds in strong, steady pulses, matching the heavy beat of my heart.

      Tilting Malcolm’s head up, I brought my wrist to his mouth. “Here. Drink. Drink!”

      But his lips pressed into a thin line, so hard they went white. He turned his head to the side so that my blood dripped uselessly down his neck.

      “What are you doing? You have to drink, Malcolm. You don’t have much time!”

      The shade had pierced his heart. It must not have been a home strike, because I could still hear the damaged organ beating sluggishly and unevenly in his chest. But it was slowing down. I heard it. I felt it.

      “No.” His voice was hardly more than a raspy whisper.

      “Yes, Malcolm. Goddamn it. Please!”

      Tears poured down my cheeks, falling off my chin to mingle with my blood as it dripped onto his skin.

      “No, wildcat.” He pushed my hand away, and even that small motion seemed to cost him too much. “I can’t. If I do… I won’t be able to stop.”

      My brain balked at his refusal. “Yes, you will. You—”

      “I won’t.” He coughed lightly, another line of red seeping from his mouth. “Your fae blood will seduce me. I won’t be able to stop myself… until I drain you dry. I’ll… kill you.”

      “No. No, Malcolm. You won’t. Please!”

      He shook his head stubbornly, his beautiful eyes losing focus, the rich chocolate tone becoming duller. His face wavered before me, obscured by a fresh torrent of tears. I couldn’t bear to see the light behind those eyes go out.

      He blinked slowly, and his lids didn’t rise. Panic flared in my belly, spreading like a flash fire through my entire body.

      “Malcolm! Malcolm, stay with me.”

      I patted his cheek with my free hand, cradling my punctured wrist to my chest. His eyes opened slowly, struggling to focus on me as I leaned down until our faces nearly touched.

      “Do you remember what you told me?” I whispered, my voice cracking. “That first night we trained together. Do you remember?”

      Malcolm’s dark eyes scanned my face, as if trying to memorize every feature. He didn’t answer my question, and I wasn’t sure if it was because he didn’t want to say the words or because he could no longer speak. So I answered for him.

      “I asked you if you were one of the monsters. And you told me you try very hard not to be.” My voice steadied as my resolve gained strength. “I believed you then, and I still believe it. You are a good man, Malcolm. You won’t kill me. I know it.”

      Not waiting for a reply, I brought my wrist to his mouth again, smearing the welling blood over his lips. His body stiffened, and his eyes flew open, staring up at me with a mixture of fear and hunger.

      Maybe it was the words I’d spoken.

      Or maybe it was just because he truly couldn’t resist my blood.

      But I hardly cared about the reason when Malcolm’s lips wrapped around my wrist, drinking from me in long pulls.

      I watched his throat move with relieved fascination, remembering the first night I’d woken up in that room in the brothers’ house. He’d brought me a blood bag while I was tied to the bed, undergoing the transformation from human to vampire. He had drunk from one too, and despite my horror and confusion, I’d found myself unable to look away. There had been something so primally beautiful about this large, powerful man indulging his most basic urge.

      The corded muscles of his throat worked with every swallow, and a mixture of my blood and his seeped from the sides of his mouth as his fangs pierced my wrist again, renewing the flow of blood.

      An unbelievable pleasure radiated through my body, starting at my wrist and working up through my arm, chest, torso, and legs. Every molecule in my body seemed to be attuned to this man and his need for me. My clit throbbed with an aching need, and my nipples were so stiff and hard it was almost painful.

      I wanted Malcolm.

      I wanted him above me, around me, inside me.

      My inner walls clenched with the need to feel his cock buried inside me, filling me and stretching me. But even that would hardly sate my hunger. I didn’t know if I could ever get close enough to him to satisfy the burning, raging need inside me.

      I wanted to become one with him, to fuse our very souls together.

      As Malcolm drank, the deathly pallor left his cheeks. His eyes regained the inner fire that I loved so much, and those deep pools of brown, edged almost with black, stared up at me.

      Everything I felt was reflected in his eyes too. The overwhelming pleasure. The unquenchable need. I looked back at him, drowning in his gaze, my spirit seeming to free fall the same way it did when I had a vision. Only this time I wasn’t falling into nothingness. I was falling into Malcolm.

      Why had he been afraid of this?

      This was perfection.

      This was ecstasy.

      Slowly, strength returned to Malcolm’s body. His weight, which had been supported entirely in my arms, began to lessen. He sat up, reversing our positions so I lay back and he hovered over me, his lips never leaving my wrist.

      This was the Malcolm I knew. Malcolm as he should be.

      Powerful and dominant. In control.

      I blinked up at him, enraptured, letting the waves of pleasure cascade through my body.

      Then the sensation began to change. It sharpened and heightened, becoming almost more than I could bear—like the blurring of pleasure and pain from a powerful orgasm. My body was torn between wanting more and wanting to escape, and I writhed beneath him, moaning incoherently. Malcolm’s answering groans vibrated down my arm.

      Suddenly, something seemed to snap inside me. The bubble of pleasure/pain burst, and all that was left was pain.

      Excruciating pain.

      I convulsed, all my muscles screaming in agony as a harsh cry fell from my lips. I tried to pull my wrist away from Malcolm’s mouth, but he growled, grabbing my arm in both hands with a vise-like grip and biting down hard again. As the tender flesh of my wrist was pierced for a third time, the muscles and veins shredding, fire seemed to spread through my body.

      “Malcolm, stop.”

      The words were meant to be a scream but left my mouth as little more than a whimper. My free hand pushed feebly against his chest, but all my vampire strength was gone. Hell, my ordinary human strength was gone. I felt weak as a newborn baby.

      A hazy, dark red color filled my vision. I blinked up into the eyes of the man who was killing me, catching the feral, ravenous gleam in their depths. He was gone, lost in bloodlust.

      “Please, Malcolm,” I whispered.

      But it was useless to beg. I knew that. He’d slipped past the point of reason, and there was nothing I could say that would reach him. Summoning all my strength, I tugged on my wrist, trying to free it from his huge hands. An instinctual desire to live kept my body wriggling, jerking, trying to escape even as darkness closed in around me.

      Our situation had changed completely, our circumstances reversing. A few minutes ago, Malcolm had been near death. Now it was me who was dying.

      But Malcolm will live.

      Those words rose to the top of a jumble of half-formed thoughts in my head. Malcolm would live. I had asked him to do this, forced him to do it. And even if he drained me completely, I would go to my death still believing he was a good man.

      Not a monster. Not a beast.

      A leader. A protector.

      My protector.

      The pain tearing through me began to dull, but it wasn’t replaced by pleasure. It wasn’t replaced by anything. Just emptiness. Peace.

      I drew in a deep breath, meeting Malcolm’s dark eyes. A small smile curved my lips.

      He will live.

      That’s enough for me.
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            Malcolm

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d been on the verge of death.

      I’d felt it.

      Despite the many warnings I’d given Willow, it was far too easy to forget vampires were mortal when we didn’t age and possessed superhuman strength and healing abilities. Perhaps I had grown overconfident, even cocky.

      But dying was a humbling experience.

      For the first time in decades, I felt weak, helpless. As I lay in Willow’s arms, death creeping over me, I had time to regret all the poor decisions I’d made in my life—and the vast expanse of the years I had lived just meant there were more mistakes to regret.

      But the one shining beacon in the sea of sin and torment that was my unnaturally long existence was the night I’d saved Willow Tate. That had been right. It had been good. I had kept an angel on earth where she was truly needed, and although I’d never believed in Fate’s guidance the way Sol did, I knew she had meant for us to find Willow.

      As life drained from my body, the hunter in me screamed that I needed to find the shades, find the weird sisters, end them all. But the man in me could think of nothing but Willow. As I gazed up at her, the moonlight framing her hair seemed to give her a silver halo, and a small smile tilted my lips.

      “I didn’t stop them, Malcolm. I couldn’t. They got the statue.”

      Her voice sounded sad, and I wished I could comfort her. I tried, but the words didn’t want to leave my failing body; so I just stared up at her, drinking in the sight of her, bingeing on it, trying to get my fill.

      She was so lovely. Delicate and strong, like a desert flower.

      Why hadn’t I told her that every day? Why hadn’t I swept her into my arms, kissed her, and held her close whenever the urge took me?

      Why on hell and earth had I wasted so much energy pushing her away?

      And then she reminded me exactly why.

      Like a hazy vision, I watched her bring her wrist to her mouth and bite down hard. The scent of her blood exploded on the air, and my nostrils twitched, a desperate hunger rising inside me.

      But I could not let the beast inside me take over.

      I twisted my head to the side, the movement sending sharp stabs of pain shooting through me, and pressed my lips together as firmly as my weakened state would allow. I would not do this.

      My wildcat was stubborn though, and I was weak.

      Her blood called to me like a siren on the rocks, her soft, melodic voice joining the song, urging me on, promising me it would be all right.

      You don’t know that, wildcat. You cannot know that.

      But in the end, it didn’t matter. She forced her wrist to my mouth, and the cherry-almond scent of her skin flooded my senses. Her blood dripped along the seam of my lips, right there for the claiming.

      A stronger man might have resisted.

      But as I’d already proved once in my life, I did not possess that kind of strength.

      Against my will, my lips opened, clamping around her smooth wrist as her essence flooded my mouth.

      And as the first drops of Willow’s sweet blood hit my tongue, something inside me shifted.

      Ever since I’d met this wild, beautiful woman, I’d been drawn to her. We’d shared a deep connection since the moment she drank from me, my blood bringing her back from the brink of death and beginning her transformation into a vampire.

      But now?

      Now she owned me.

      The blood I had craved and denied myself for so long slid down my throat like the richest, most decadent wine, making my whole body come alive with energy and pleasure.

      It had been years since I’d consumed anything but bagged blood or animal blood, and drinking from Willow was like waking up from a long sleep. The primal beast I had backed into a corner of my soul and locked away behind bars of iron burst from his cage, roaring to the surface.

      Willow’s hazel eyes blazed with lust and love, and I drank deeper, lost in the haze of her adoration.

      When I pulled the blood from her body in long gulps, she didn’t protest.

      When my strength returned, and I sat up and laid her back on the hard stone floor, she didn’t fight me.

      Mine.

      This beautiful creature was mine. Her blood, her body, and her soul were mine. And I was was hers.

      Blinding joy filled me, blocking out all other thoughts. I felt powerful, dominant—alive.

      Vaguely, I was aware of Willow’s body becoming tense beneath me. She was moving, and I didn’t know why. This was perfect. I should’ve done this weeks ago.

      She rested her small hand on my chest, pushing lightly.

      Yes, wildcat. My heart beats for you. Because of you.

      I wanted to tell her so, but that would’ve meant removing my lips from her wrist, and I couldn’t stand to do that. I couldn’t bear to stop. I needed more.

      Wildly, I bit down again on her wrist, tearing open the delicate flesh and increasing the flow of blood into my mouth.

      Please, Fate, never let this end.

      My heart pounded like a drum. I stared down at the beautiful, pale creature beneath me, her hazel eyes shimmering with some emotion I couldn’t name as she tossed her head back and forth, her lips moving soundlessly.

      And then, suddenly, her eyes were no longer hazel.

      They were bright blue.

      Her hair wasn’t dark brown, but a soft honey gold.

      The woman laid out before me wasn’t Willow at all.

      Ariana…

      It was a name I hadn’t allowed myself to speak, or even think, for decades. As it burst into my mind now, my body jerked as if the word delivered a physical blow.

      I had been here once before.

      One other time in my life, I had lost control like this, consumed by a potent combination of bloodlust and love.

      Revulsion and self-disgust flooded me like poison as memories flooded my mind, as vivid as if I had jumped back in time.

      I had killed the woman I loved. I had watched her face turn from ecstasy to fear, and finally, to hate. She had died at my hands, hating me as she should’ve done all along, despising me at last for the monster I was.

      My chest had ached at the fierce loathing in her eyes, and even though I was horrified, I couldn’t seem to stop drinking. It was as if my body had completely stopped listening to directives from my brain; the beast had taken over and refused to cede control.

      Ariana had fought me. She had scratched my face, leaving long red trails of blood where her nails pierced my skin. I’d noticed them only hours later, long after the wounds themselves had healed. Part of me hadn’t wanted to wash the blood streaks away, had wanted to wear the marks she’d given me forever.

      Perhaps if I’d kept those marks, Willow would’ve run from me like she should have. Perhaps she never would’ve been foolish enough to trust me.

      And still, her blood on my tongue was so sweet. Even as a battle raged inside me, I kept drinking.

      I blinked, chasing away the image of Ariana until liquid hazel eyes stared up at me once again.

      Why hadn’t Willow scratched my face, clawed at me to try to get away?

      I braced myself for the hatred and revulsion that would spread across Willow’s face, the expression that would let me know I was beyond redemption. Truly evil.

      But it never came.

      Fear reflected in her eyes, along with the bone-deep exhaustion of looming death. I had felt that sensation myself a few minutes ago, and I recognized it in her shining eyes.

      My stomach twisted as I searched her expression, and what I finally saw there made my throat catch.

      Love.

      Acceptance.

      Relief.

      I had done the worst thing possible to this woman. She had offered herself up to me in trust and sacrifice, and I had abused that trust, barreling past her defenses to take everything I wanted, everything the beast inside me demanded.

      And still, when she looked at me, she didn’t see a monster.

      I wanted more than anything to be the man she thought I was, the man she was willing to give her life for. And I did not want my wildcat to give her life for a sorry asshole like me. I wanted her to live, to bless the world with her sweet presence for millennia.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to pray to Fate for help, but the truth was, no one could save her but me.

      With every bit of strength inside myself, I wrestled the beast back down. My jaw trembled with effort as I unlocked my teeth from her flesh, forcing her mangled wrist away from me. The flesh was bruised and swollen, sluggishly leaking blood.

      Moving quickly, I ripped my shirt over my head with one hand then tore the fabric into crude strips. I wrapped them tightly around Willow’s wound, slowing the bleeding and giving her flesh time to heal over.

      Willow blinked up at me, weak and dazed from blood loss. Her arm felt light as a feather in my grasp—as if she weighed nothing, as if she were drifting away on the wind.

      “You… stopped.”

      She breathed the words, seeming surprised by them. My gut twisted. She truly had expected me to kill her.

      I clasped her small hand in both of mine, keeping her arm raised above her heart. My voice was hoarse when I spoke.

      “Of course, I stopped, wildcat. I love you.”

      Her gaze lost focus, her eyelids drooping closed. I wasn’t even sure she’d heard me, and truly, it was probably better if she hadn’t.

      I wanted desperately to heal her, but it was no longer as simple as just feeding her my blood. She had brought me back from the brink by letting me drain her almost completely, but I couldn’t just pass her own blood back to her.

      Outside sounds finally began to penetrate the bubble that had fallen over us. Loud crashes and shouts echoed up from below us. I didn’t think it was the sound of fighting though. I would’ve bet my life all the shades were gone from the castle, called away when the second wave of the attack got what they came for. I had no idea how many losses Carrick’s people had sustained, and I couldn’t bring myself to care about that yet.

      Not until I knew Willow would be all right.

      The crashing sounds below us grew louder. Sol and Jerrett called to each other, occasionally shouting for Willow or me as well. I opened my mouth to answer them, but no sound came out. I could only kneel on the floor, my face, neck, and torso smeared with a combination of my blood and my wildcat’s, holding her weak body and waiting.

      With a final crashing sound, Sol and Jerrett heaved the last chunk of stone away, opening up a gap in the collapsed doorway big enough for them to pass through. Sol crawled through first, his nostrils flaring as the scent of Willow’s blood hit his nose. Jerrett scrambled through after him, dropping to the floor before catching sight of me and her.

      “What the fuck?”

      His voice was angry, panicked. He strode over, Sol at his side, and dropped to his knees. My oldest brother’s usually cheerful face was tight with concern as he took in the scene before him.

      “Holy motherfucking cocksuckers.”

      “What happened?” Sol asked, his voice hard.

      “I took a fatal blow. She tried to save me,” I rasped.

      Jerrett’s head whipped up, his bright blue gaze catching mine. I saw a dozens questions and accusations filter through his brain, but in the end, none of them mattered as much in this moment as Willow.

      Sol lifted her from my arms, cradling her against his body. His muscles strained with tension as the alluring, too-tempting scent of her blood wrapped around him, but I knew she would be safe in his embrace. He was no monster.

      “Help me, Jerrett.”

      Sol turned toward our brother then tilted his head, exposing his throat. Jerrett nodded sharply. He crouched behind Sol and bit down, tearing holes in the thick muscles of his neck.

      The familiar scent of Sol’s blood filled the air, mingling with the sweet, exotic scent of Willow’s. Jerrett helped him lift and position her, resting her head on Sol’s shoulder so her mouth could reach the wounds.

      Her tongue darted out, the movement timid and sleepy, to lick the blood from his skin. Then she nuzzled into the crook of his neck, closing her lips over his flesh and drinking slowly.

      “Good girl. Good fucking girl.”

      Jerrett’s voice was rough with relief, and he clapped his hand on Sol’s other shoulder as if to thank him and offer support.

      I stood, gazing down at the three of them huddled together. Like a unit. Like a family.

      Absently, I rubbed my chest, smearing the blood that still covered my skin. The wound where the shade had stabbed me had closed, but it was still tender and raw.

      Or maybe that ache was my damn heart.

      Willow had begun to feed in earnest. She made small whimpering noises in the back of her throat as she drank, wrapping her arm around Sol’s neck and curling into his body as if he could protect her from everything in the world.

      He would absolutely try. I was sure of that.

      I knew my brother—knew his goodness and honor. And I knew just how he and Jerrett felt about the brave, wild, strange girl who had unexpectedly become part of our family.

      As I stepped toward the window, my attention lingered on Willow for one more moment, mapping the lines of her body and the fall of her hair.

      My wildcat. Sorry isn’t enough. I don’t even have it in me to hope you’ll forgive me this time.

      But she would be all right.

      My brothers would take care of her. No matter what.
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      The shades are coming.

      Carrick needed to know. I had to warn him so he could prepare for the attack.

      I tried to run, but my legs were too heavy. I didn’t budge an inch.

      “No,” I mumbled, forcing the word out through dry lips.

      My body felt like it was filled with lead. My limbs wouldn’t move; my eyelids wouldn’t open. But I had to go. I had to get to the castle right away, before all those things I’d seen in the vision came true.

      Images flooded my mind. The young vampire being run through by a shade in the corridor. The guards transforming from vampires into shadowy, undead monsters. Jerrett ripping off the head of one of those foul creatures and kicking it down the hall.

      My heart rate picked up as fear washed through me. I shook my head, the only part of my body that seemed willing to move.

      “No…” I muttered again.

      Why couldn’t I open my eyes? Why couldn’t I see? Or run, scream, fight? I was completely helpless as more images assaulted me.

      I saw Sol, standing still as a statue, head cocked while he listened intently. The four of us racing against time, against the invading shades, trying to stop them from reaching their goal. An explosion. Rock crumbling. A small, harmless looking statue. Malcolm’s eyes, the deep brown muddied with pain.

      No. My face scrunched up in confusion. This isn’t right. I never foresaw that. So how do I know it happened?

      Because it wasn’t a vision. It was a memory.

      “No!”

      The ragged cry burst from my lips as I sat up, my eyelids flying open.

      “Shh… Hey, woah there, sweetheart. You’re okay. It’s okay.”

      Jerrett’s calming voice penetrated my panic, and I glanced around quickly, the movement making my head spin. I was in my room in Carrick’s castle. In the Penumbra. Jerrett and Sol’s bodies framed mine like bookends. They must’ve been lying next to me and sat up when I did.

      Sol’s striking green eyes shone with relief as he pressed a kiss to my lips. Jerrett swept my hair aside to brush his lips along my neck. Their touch soothed me immediately, slowing my thundering pulse and unraveling the knot of tension in my stomach. I clung to them for a few moments, relishing in their strength and warmth. When I breathed in deeply, the scents of smoke and spice mingled in my nostrils, blending into a new aroma that was just as enticing.

      “I had an awful dream,” I whispered finally, pulling away to look at them. “But… it wasn’t a dream, was it? The attack really happened.”

      Jerrett shoved his dark hair back from his face. “Un-fucking-fortunately, yes.”

      I scrubbed my hands over my eyes and lay back, not quite ready to face the world from an upright position yet. Jerrett and Sol followed me down, and Sol pulled me into his embrace so I was half sprawled over his body. Jerrett’s large frame molded against me from behind, and for a moment, I wanted to forget the whole world, forget the shades and the weird sisters. I just wanted to stay like this, wrapped up in a cocoon of hard muscle and warm skin.

      But the outside world wouldn’t be put off so easily. My mind whirred, thoughts and images from the battle flickering through my head like a horrifying slide show.

      “How long was I out for?”

      “Not long,” Jerrett muttered into my hair. “Maybe ten hours.”

      “The shades disguised themselves as vampires?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

      I felt Sol’s nod of assent, though I couldn’t see it. My hand was splayed across his hard stomach, and I couldn’t help gripping the fabric of his shirt as I asked my next question. “How many vampire casualties were there?”

      “More than there should’ve been.” Jerrett’s voice near my ear was low, but anger simmered under his words. “If Carrick hadn’t fucking abandoned his people, if he’d organized his guards and stayed to lead the fight, maybe it would’ve been different.”

      My jaw clenched as I remembered him slipping out of the throne room through the secret door at the back. And that was after he’d refused to listen to my warning. What a damn selfish coward.

      “Did he hide the entire time?”

      “No,” Sol murmured, his tone colored by the same distaste Jerrett’s had been. “He crawled out of his hidey-hole toward the end of the battle—after his people had already turned the tide. He was there when the shades disappeared, and he’s claiming it as a victory.”

      “What?” I lifted my head to stare at him in shock. “It wasn’t a victory. They got what they wanted. That’s why they left. We lost.”

      “We fucking know that. So does he,” Jerrett growled. “But he doesn’t want to lose face. So he hasn’t told his people what really went down.”

      “But that’s bullshit. They need to know! Whatever that statue is, whatever it does, the weird sisters wanted it for a reason. We risked our lives trying to keep it safe. We—”

      I broke off and sat up again, my eyes going wide. As my mind worked through the sequence of events from the fight, it had somehow skipped over the end.

      Until now.

      “Malcolm—” I choked out. “He got hurt. Almost killed. Is he—?”

      “Don’t worry about him, sweetheart,” Jerrett said. His hand on my back was gentle, but his voice was hard as steel. He sounded almost angry. “You saved his life. He’s fine.”

      It felt like all my muscles had turned to jelly, stark relief making me weak. “Thank Fate.”

      “It wasn’t Fate this time, Willow tree. This was all you.” Sol’s fingers brushed over my hair, smoothing down the wild locks.

      Still shaking with relief, I glanced down at myself. I wore a simple lavender gown, and I was certain the men had changed my clothes and cleaned me up while I was unconscious. It was becoming a habit with us, but I didn’t mind. I no longer felt anything but comfort and warmth, and a slow burning heat deep in my belly, when I thought of their hands on me, taking care of me when I couldn’t fend for myself.

      “Does Carrick know what the statue is? What it does?”

      “I hope so.” Jerrett huffed a breath. “The old man better make himself useful somehow. But we haven’t been able to meet with him yet. He keeps claiming to be too busy dealing with the aftermath of the attack. I think he’s just fucking hiding. The one goddamn thing he’s good at.”

      His forceful words surprised me, and I glanced over my shoulder at him. I knew none of the brothers liked the king, but I’d never heard them speak of him with such open disdain before.

      “Well, he doesn’t have a choice. We need every bit of information we can get if we’re going to stop those women.”

      I tried to recall every feature of the small statue, locking it into my memory so I could describe it accurately to Carrick.

      “At least we have one more piece of the puzzle figured out,” Sol said.

      “What’s that?”

      “We believe the shades were once fae.”

      I choked on a breath, scooting forward on the bed and turning around so I could look at them both. “What?”

      “Think about it, Will. They can phase in and out of a solid state, just like you can. We dismissed that because they’re shades, and that’s a pretty common power for the undead to possess. But they also disguised themselves with an illusion spell to infiltrate the castle—a spell so powerful it even cloaked their scent. That kind of glamor screams fae.”

      “And after they retrieved the statue,” Sol added, picking up where his brother left off, “they disappeared through portals, another hallmark of fae magic.”

      Jerrett tugged his lip ring between his teeth. “At least, we assume that’s what happened. We were busy trying to move a pile of rubble when they disappeared. But from what people have described, it sounds like they used portals.”

      “The ones in the artifact room all passed through a sort of shimmering veil. It hung in empty space, pale and transparent, like a curtain made of gauze.” I twisted my hair around my fingers. “Is that what a portal looks like?”

      They both nodded, and I blew out a breath. “Fae… I can’t believe it. So many resurrected fae. What does that mean? Why them?”

      Jerrett lifted one shoulder, his angular features contorting in a grimace. “Beats the fuck outta me. But it goes a little way toward explaining how you got sucked into all of this. For whatever reason, the weird sisters want fae magic on their side, and that’s why they went after you.”

      Sol steepled his fingers under his chin. “The weird sisters have harnessed fae power and are using it to attack us. It makes sense, in a way, since the fae and vampires are ancient enemies.”

      I shuddered, thinking of the first shade I’d encountered and how he’d nearly killed me by carving those strange patterns into my skin. If I’d died, would I have been resurrected as an undead pawn just like they had? Would I have become a shade like them, a mindless soldier in a dark army?

      Forcing aside my fear of what could’ve happened, I focused on the things we could still prevent.

      “So how do we fight fae magic?”

      Jerrett snorted. “With more fae magic.”

      I blinked, shifting my gaze between him and Sol. “But how do we gain access to more of that magic when there are almost no fae left in the world?”

      The dark-haired vampire chuckled humorlessly, his bright blue eyes glinting. “That, Will, is a very good question.”

      I crawled off the bed, the urgency to act rising inside me. “Well, the first thing we need to do is figure out what that statue is. And where those damn sisters are. If we bring the fight to them, maybe we can have it on our terms.”

      Jerrett nodded, and Sol’s brows pinched together thoughtfully. But neither of them moved.

      Impatience flared. I was anxious to get back to the hunt, and I was prepared to hold Carrick to his declaration that I’d passed my trial after only two challenges. He’d only said it because he wanted to drink my blood, but at this point, I didn’t care what his motivation was. I was going to make sure he kept his word.

      And I didn’t want to spend another minute in his damned castle.

      “Come on! It hasn’t been that long since the shades took the statue. If we leave soon, maybe we can still stop the sisters before they use it for whatever spell they’re hoping to perform.”

      I slipped on a pair of shoes as I twisted my hair up into a haphazard bun, grabbing a few pins from the vanity to secure it. Should I change clothes now? This dress was hardly practical for hunting.

      No. There’ll be time for that after we talk to Carrick. Then we’ll leave.

      “Come on!” I repeated, turning to face the two brothers, who still hadn’t budged. I glanced toward the door. “Where’s Malcolm? We need to get him and go—”

      “Will.”

      Jerrett’s voice was soft, but something about his tone made my words cut off sharply. My stomach dropped as if I were on a rollercoaster, and a nameless unease filled my body.

      “What?” I whispered.

      Jerrett’s mouth twitched, turning down into a frown. Sol ran a hand through his golden hair before settling his sightless gaze on me. His face was serious, his eyes impassive.

      I shook my head, backing away.

      No.

      I wanted to tell him not to speak, not to say whatever it was. But I couldn’t get my own tongue to cooperate.

      “Malcolm is gone, Willow tree.” Sol’s jaw clenched. “He disappeared right after the fight.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THANK YOU FOR READING!

      

      

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed reading Seduced by Blood as much as I loved writing it. And don’t worry, the wait for more won’t be long.

      

      

      
        
        Willow and her harem’s story will conclude in book three, Ruined by Blood.

      

      

      
        
        The weird sisters are closing in.

      

        

      
        Malcolm is hiding from himself and Willow.

      

        

      
        But she’s stubborn as hell, and she’ll fight tooth and nail to save her new family… and the world.

      

      

      
        
        One-click on Amazon or read for free in Kindle Unlimited:

        CLICK HERE

      

      

      
        
        If you’re hungry for more, you can dive into my completed reverse harem urban fantasy series, Magic Awakened, starting with the free prequel novella, Kissed by Shadows.

      

      

      
        
        Click here to join my mailing list, and I’ll send you your FREE copy of Kissed by Shadows!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Message to the Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Please consider leaving a review! Honest reviews help indie authors like me connect with awesome readers like you. It is truly one of the best ways you can help support an author whose work you enjoy!

      

        

      
        If you liked this book, I would be forever grateful if you’d take a minute to leave a review (it can be as short or long as you like) on my book’s Amazon page by clicking below.

      

        

      
        Review SEDUCED BY BLOOD

      

        

      
        Thank you so much!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      First and foremost, thank you to my incredible husband and my sweet puppy for putting up with all my mad ramblings about the worlds and characters in my head.

      Thank you, Jacqueline Sweet, for the amazing cover! You really brought Willow to life.

      To my amazing beta readers: thank you, thank you, thank you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Sadie Moss is obsessed with books, craft beer, and the supernatural. She has often been accused of living in a world of her own imagination, so she decided to put those worlds into books. 

      When Sadie isn't working on her next novel, she loves spending time with her adorable puppy, binge-watching comedies on Hulu, and hanging out with her family.

      She loves to hear from her readers, so feel free to say hello  at sadiemoss.author@gmail.com.

      And if you want to keep up with her latest news and happenings, you can join her Facebook group, or follow her on Twitter, Goodreads, and Amazon.

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
{}
SEDUC}%

Broob

THE VAMPIRES" FAE
BOOK TWO






