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    For there to be light, 
 
    you must first suffer the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 PREFACE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The end came at me jagged and skewed like puzzle pieces to a game I didn’t know I was playing. There was a distinct method to the madness, every move propagated to force my hand, to lure me out of hiding with the sweet promise of finality. I took solace in knowing that something better waited for me on the other side, something as pure and deep as the ocean itself.  
 
    Unbeknownst to me, the battlefield had shifted from the underworld to the trenches of my heart—bending me in ways my body was not built to withstand. My enemies faces had not changed, only the masks with which they played their roles. Every step was designed to move me—to lull me towards my final hour.  
 
    But there was no end in sight. 
 
    No peace to be found. 
 
    The end was only the beginning. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 1. DEAD GIRLS DON’T CRY 
 
      
 
      
 
    The light from the torch flickered around my cell like prison guards mocking me with the freedom I no longer had. It had been days since I’d seen the outside world. Days since I’d spoken to another soul. My stomach rumbled from hunger pangs and my throat burned from dryness, from desiccation. It was the kind of thirst that split my vision in two and made things appear before my tired eyes. Things that weren’t really there, like hope and sunlight.  
 
    And Trace. 
 
    His beautiful face constantly flashed through my mind like tiny snapshots on a broken movie reel. I could see his iridescent eyes looking back at me through the darkness, see those dimples winking at me in perfect unison. Sometimes, if I listened close enough, I could even hear his loving whispers in my ears, telling me everything was going to be okay, even though I knew that it wasn’t. It wasn’t because I was trapped in some underground dungeon, being held against my will by a murderous Revenant who held the only key to my freedom.  
 
    And nobody knew it but me. 
 
    I’d paced the small cell for hours, for days, counting and recounting my steps as I waited for someone to come for me. To talk to me. To feed me. But no one did. As the days went on, the hours began to fade into each other, painful and crushing at first, and eventually numbing and hollow, until the days and nights disappeared altogether. It was as though I had been sucked into some big, black hole where time no longer existed. It was just me and my own living hell and it was being played back to me on an infinite loop. Each rotation pulling me further and further away from myself—further and further away from the fragile grasp I had on my sanity.  
 
    I imagined the waiting was just part of their game. A way to break me down before the real torture began. Unfortunately for them, they were too late. I was already broken. Already tortured. Tortured by thoughts of the boy I loved and everyone else I’d left behind in Hollow Hills. The suffocating darkness had already descended on me and was infesting every inch of my soul as I feared never seeing him again. Nothing they could do to me would be worse than that, worse than the crippling ache that was already in my heart, killing me from the inside out.  
 
    And so, I waited.  
 
    Always waiting.  
 
    My skin was still slick with sweat and dirt and dried blood from that awful night in the woods. No matter how hard I rubbed my palms against it, I couldn’t get the tragic reminder off my skin. The truth was, I still wasn’t entirely sure what had happened to me; who attacked me in the woods that night or how exactly I came back from it. I had a dozen different theories running through my head, but none of them had amounted to anything concrete.  
 
    With my back pressed against the steel-enforced wooden door, I picked up the ruby red stone and zip-lined it across the chain that was still lassoed around my neck. The Amulet was supposed to be a protective hedge. It was supposed to keep its wearer from peril, and I’d watched it do just that that night at the church with Trace and Dominic, but it was becoming painfully obvious that it wasn’t working anymore. It was broken. That, or there was something wrong with me that was preventing it from doing what it was supposed to do.  
 
    But then how did I come back? How was I still alive? My neck had been slit from ear to ear—bleeding me out far past the point of unconsciousness. Yet I didn’t die. I woke up. 
 
    And now here I was. 
 
    My eyes roamed the concrete room, still unsure of where here actually was. There were no windows or telling signs. No markings or trap doors to escape into. Just a dirty, blood-stained mattress against the stone wall, and a grimy makeshift toilet in the back corner. And I didn’t dare touch either one.  
 
    The air was thick and damp, like being in some old, dilapidated basement on a rainy day, and there was a putrid smell stinging the inside of my nose. It smelled a lot like mildew and death, and something else. Something metallic and ominous. Dirt and decay covered the floor beneath me and dripping water fell from the ceiling like rain—pouring down on me and my tomb from an angry, vengeful heaven.  
 
    Welcome to your final resting place, I thought to myself dryly and then slammed my lids shut to chase away the terrifying thought.  
 
    “You’re not going to die here, Jemma.” Trace’s deep baritone voice surrounded me like a warm, protective blanket. “You’re stronger than you think. Don't give up.” 
 
    I shook my head and covered my ears, searching my mind for better days, better moments in time—searching it for him. A sob crept up the back of my throat, searing my insides with the unbearable agony and loss.  
 
    No matter how hard I had tried to block him out, to push him out of my mind for my own sake, my heart wouldn’t allow me to let go of him. It held onto his memory like a saving grace, a lifeline. But I couldn’t reach out to it, I couldn’t grab a hold of it, and somehow, its lingering remnants only served to push me deeper and deeper underwater. Making it harder and harder for me to take in air. 
 
    Tears burned under my lids as I wondered if I’d ever see him again. I wondered what he was doing…thinking…saying. Was he still looking for me? Did he think I left him by choice? Did he think I was dead? My tears immediately ceased and were quickly replaced with broiling anger as I wondered if Nikki was by his side, playing the role of the innocent as she offered herself up to him—a shoulder to cry on, a hand to hold…  
 
    God knows what else. 
 
    Rage prickled under my skin, festering through me like a flesh-eating virus. My hands curled at my sides as I recalled the icy glare in Nikki's eyes when she handed my ass to my enemy on a silver platter. That rotten bitch had set me up. She'd made sure I saw her fluttering around the edge of the woods, knowing I would think she was trying to mess with the protective barrier. She knew I’d protect my friend. She knew I'd walk right into her trap. And I did. I followed her because, two weeks ago, the worst I'd ever expected from her was some catty high-school confrontation with her and the rest of the bitch-squad. Instead, she pulled out a ballpoint pen and signed my death certificate right in front of my nose.  
 
    And if I ever got out of here alive, I vowed to return the favor. 
 
    My momentary burst of vengeance-fueled energy soon tapered off into nothingness as the weight of the world sat heavy on my lids, begging me for sleep again—for reprieve, and I succumbed to the exhaustion without the faintest sign of a fight. 
 
      
 
    In my dreams, I was always free. I was happy, and I was with him. Rays of warm sunlight poured over my body like a sweet comforting lie as his mouth found mine under the powder-blue sky of a better world. Blades of grass tickled my skin as I reached up and eagerly pulled him in closer to me. Closer, but never close enough. 
 
    His dimples blinked at me as he moved his lips from my mouth to my ear and then down the hill of my neck. It was always heaven like this with Trace. My own piece of paradise within the burning inferno.  
 
    He pulled away from me suddenly, propping himself up on his elbow beside me. “It’s time to wake up, Jemma.” 
 
    “No!” I clutched his waist like a madwoman hanging on to her sanity. “Please,” I begged. “Don’t leave me again.” 
 
    “You have to go back.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” I shook my head as tears began to build behind my lids, blurring away the blue sky around us. “It’s always dark there, Trace. I can’t take the darkness anymore.” 
 
    “You have to find your way inside the light.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” I answered as tears slid down my cheeks in despair. 
 
    His beautifully shaped lips continued to move with speech, but there wasn’t any sound now. He was slipping away from me again, going back into the light where he belonged. I wanted to be there in the light with him, but I didn’t know how to get there. 
 
    Wake up, he mouthed and then snapped his fingers. The sound of it echoed through my head like a gunshot. 
 
    My lids snapped open and the darkness of the dungeon quickly enveloped me once again.  
 
    Pulling my knees up to my chest, I parted my lips and swiveled my tongue around my mouth, searching for a drop of moisture to quell the overbearing thirst. But there was none to be found. My stomach roared back at me beneath my filthy dress, urging me for nourishment—threatening me with a total system shutdown if I didn’t comply with its demands. It was turning on me too, I imagined, just like everyone else in my life. 
 
    Click. Click. Click.  
 
    My head shot up at the distant sound. I crawled away from my cell door and stared at it, listening more intently. 
 
    Click. Click. Click.  
 
    Footsteps.  
 
    Someone was coming.   
 
   


  
 

 2. BAD COMPANY 
 
      
 
      
 
    “W-who’s there?” I called out, my voice shaky and hoarse from not being used in far too many days.  
 
    No answer.  
 
    More waiting. 
 
    “I said who’s there? Answer me!” 
 
    My demands were ignored as the steps continued to get closer at an alarming pace. I scrambled up to my feet and pushed my face up against the small peeper window, pressing my left cheek against it as I tried to steal a glimpse. A figure dressed in black emerged in the shadowy corridor, though I couldn’t make out any of his features. I quickly backed away from the door, staggering unsteadily and almost tripping over the disgusting mattress in the process. 
 
    “Well, hello there, Princess of Darkness,” he said in a mocking tone as he approached my cell door. 
 
    I tried to place the voice, to match it to someone’s face, but came up empty. 
 
    “Engel’s requesting your company,” he went on as a set of keys jangled outside the wooden door.  
 
    My heart pounded like bone drums. This is what I’d been waiting for; my one chance. 
 
    I held my breath and listened as he turned the lock and pulled back the door in a loud, shrieking sweep. It sounded like brick and mortar being pulled in two directions. It sounded like freedom. The flickering light from the passageway illuminated my cell as the unknown man stood at the entrance. Arms by his side, feet at shoulder width. His menacing shadow casting a black cloud of panic over me. 
 
    His pointy eyebrows pulled together. “I really suggest you don’t try any—” 
 
    I didn’t think; I lunged at him. My feet kicked off the ground like two cannonballs, my arms extended before me, hands ready to claw and tear and maim. His own arms shot out in front of him as he tried to block the impact, but it was futile. I hit him like a ton of bricks and knocked him to the ground in a pile of tangled limbs. Like a feral animal, I straddled his torso with my legs and clawed at his face, ripping at his skin with my jagged nails as he bucked and grunted beneath me. All my pain, my sorrow, my anger, my fear—it all came raining down on him like a thunderstorm of blazing asteroids.  
 
    I was determined to make him suffer the way I'd suffered and I wasn't going to stop for anything. No more waiting. No more crying. I was reborn inside the moment, breathing in life as I fought to take away his. And then, amid the chaos of swinging arms and flayed flesh, he pulled his arm back; his hand balled into a tight fist.  
 
    It was the last thing I saw before he struck me with it.  
 
      
 
    I woke up to the sound of my feet scraping against the concrete floor as two men dragged me down a narrow, barely lit passageway. My hands were tied behind my back and my vision was inky and blurring at the corners. I was already weak from days of famine, but that massive blow to my chin just accelerated my decline into uselessness.  
 
    “Welcome back, bitch,” said the one who clocked me earlier. His hair was dark and unkempt and he had a smug grin on his face like it was something special to be able to knock out a starved, seventeen-year-old girl.  
 
    Douchebag.  
 
    “Where are we?” I struggled against gravity to keep my head up long enough to make out my surroundings.  
 
    “Bag her,” said the taller one with the deep voice and the slicked-back, blond hair. 
 
    “Wait—” A burlap sack descended over my face before I could finish the plea.  
 
    As if I wasn’t at enough of a disadvantage.  
 
    We walked the rest of the way in silence; or rather they walked and I got dragged along against my will. We made our way up a never-ending staircase, confirming that I had indeed been underground. Keeping my body limber, I conserved my energy and let them do most of the heavy lifting as I tried to figure out where I’d been taken and if I’d have another chance to attempt an escape.  
 
    “This way,” said the dark-haired one. “Engel’s expecting her in the great hall.” 
 
    I felt my body being pulled to the right, towards the great hall. Whatever the heck that was. They dragged me along for a few more paces before coming to a full stop. 
 
    “Stand,” ordered Deep Throat, and they yanked me up by my arms. A moment later, the burlap bag came off.  
 
    My lids fluttered as I acclimated to the harsh light and then quickly surveyed the room, trying to take in as much of the space as possible. It was a massive rectangular room with high ceilings and arched windows lining each side. There was something very cathedral about it, almost regal. In fact, if I didn’t know any better, I'd almost think we were in a castle.  
 
    An old ass one.  
 
    My eyes immediately fell on Engel who was seated in a red velour, high back chair with two men planking either side of him. Slightly more to the right was another man. One I recognized.  
 
    Dominic Huntington.  
 
    He shook his head tersely. It would have been unnoticeable had it not been for the stare-down I was giving him. 
 
    Not trusting my eyes anymore, I blinked him in and out of sight to see if he would disappear.  
 
    Stay calm, love. Don’t draw any attention, he said to my mind, making it feel like something was crawling through my brain. Even though he was a Revenant now, he had retained his Shifter abilities which included telepathy—his irritating ability to speak to my mind.  
 
    “Welcome to my humble abode,” grinned Engel, his arms outstretched as though inviting me to take a look around. 
 
    I didn’t oblige. I kept my eyes pinned on him and his oversized forehead. The only thing I was interested in doing was pouncing on him and knocking that self-satisfied grin off his face. Unfortunately, the two Rev’s death-clutch around my upper arms made that fantasy an impossible one. 
 
    “I trust you’re finding your new accommodations enjoyable.” 
 
    Seriously? What a sadistic prick.   
 
    His grin widened as I silently scowled at him. “How about the food and drink?” 
 
    My stomach rumbled at the mere mention of food.  
 
    “Hmm, I guess she isn’t in the mood to gab,” he said, feigning surprise as he glanced around at his men. 
 
    I mumbled something inaudible under my breath, clenching and gritting my teeth as I grumbled the words out. 
 
    “Did you say something, child? Speak up,” he demanded.  
 
    “I said I’m going to kill you when I get out of here.” My voice was cold and hard and filled with the promise of death. I almost didn’t recognize it as my own. Almost. 
 
    “When you get out of here?” He laughed. “That’s an admirable dream, but I assure you, Daughter of Hades, you will not be seeing the light of day again in this lifetime.” 
 
    A chill traveled down my back, but I didn’t utter a word in response. There was no point going back and forth with him. He was just a middleman anyway. I had bigger fish to fry, namely the Dark Legion, and when I was done with that cookout, I would make sure to come back for Engel. In fact, I vowed to. 
 
    I glanced around the room, noting the number of men he had, and any possible escape routes.  
 
    “Do not bother,” warned Engel, catching my roaming eyes. “I have guards posted at every possible exit.” 
 
    “Good for you.” I tried to cross my arms in defiance but couldn't shake my arms free from the two leeches beside me. Exhaling loudly, I focused back on Engel. “As much of a blast as this is, I’d really like to get this moving along.” 
 
    “As would I.” 
 
    “Good. So…” I exaggerated another glance around the room. “Where are they? When's the big reveal?” 
 
    “Where is who?” He looked around at his men again, a smile wrinkling the corners of his beady eyes.  
 
    “The Dark Legion.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “The. Dark. Legion,” I repeated ridiculously slow as if to insult his intelligence. “That’s what this is about, isn’t it? They put a contract on my head and you’re the lucky gopher who won the prize, right?” 
 
    His lip twitched at my insult. “As a matter of fact, the Dark Legion and I have decided to part ways.” 
 
    I blinked fast, trying to process his words and the ramifications of what he was saying. Wait. Isn’t that what Dominic had been warning me about that night in the woods? That Engel wasn't working with the Dark Legion anymore? I tried to recall the conversation but couldn’t piece enough of it together to make any sense.  
 
    “As it turns out, we no longer have a shared interest in you.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” I swallowed the cotton ball in my throat and tried to keep my shoulders squared. I was starting to panic a little, but I wasn’t about to let him know that. 
 
    “Well,” he smiled, straightening his back in his chair as a breeze swept in through the windows, flapping the tattered curtains behind him. “Quite simply, it means they want you alive, and I wish you otherwise.”  
 
    The blood drained from my face. 
 
    “Regrettably,” he went on, “That ancient trinket around your neck is making things rather complicated for me, and as such, I’ve had to get a little…how do you say it?” His eyes lit up like two flares. “Creative.”  
 
    “Creative?” I really didn’t like the sound of that. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Ignoring my question, he nodded to the two men beside me. “Bring her to me.” 
 
    I immediately dug my heels into the ground and tried to pull away from them. I didn’t want to be anywhere near that decrepit, bloodsucking monster. Unfortunately, I barely had enough strength to swat a flea away let alone to power off two very large, well-fed vampires. Still, I tried. I tried my ass off and wasn’t about to make this easy on them.  
 
    Less than twenty seconds later, they had me kneeling before his chair. A clawed hand dug into the back of my neck, forcing me to bow down to Engel as though he were my master. 
 
    “Get the hell off me, you bloodsucking carcass!” I tried to push up, but it only made Deep Throat dig his claws deeper into my skin. He was the next one on my hit list. 
 
    “Silence!” boomed Engel as he bent forward and wrapped his cold fingers around my neck. 
 
    I gasped as he tightened his hold on my throat and then forced me to look him in the eye. A strange, sickening feeling came over me. I'd never felt anything like it before but it was throwing alarm bells all through my body.  
 
    “You will learn to revere me, Princess.” 
 
    “Actually, I’d sooner die.” I looked him dead in the eye and then hawked my pasty spit at his face. 
 
    There was an audible gasp from the peanut gallery. I imagined Dominic's mouth was hanging wide open, but I didn't dare break eye contact with Engel to check; not even when he tightened his grip around my neck and cut off all airflow to my lungs. I wasn't the same scared little girl he met that night in the church, and I was going to make damn sure that he knew it. Besides, what the hell else did I have to lose? I’d already lost everything that mattered to me, including my freedom.  
 
    “Yes, all in due time,” he said as his pale, boney finger came up and swiped my spit from his face. His lips pulled back over his teeth as he brought his finger to his mouth and licked it.  
 
    My stomach heaved at the sight of it.  
 
    “By the time I am done with you, you will be begging me for your death,” he promised and then clicked out his fangs. 
 
    In the next blurred moment, his face was fastened against my neck as his teeth tore into my flesh like a well-trained beast. The pain came immediately, as it always did, and I flinched back from it, but it was quickly erased by that bittersweet feeling of euphoria that always accompanied a Revenant’s bite. Regrettably, I sank into him as time drifted away from me in immeasurable seconds. 
 
    And then, nothing. 
 
   


  
 

 3. A DEADLY GAME 
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke sometime later, back in my cell and curled up in the fetal position on the dirty mattress. My head was pounding hard and my brain was hazy, confused about whether I’d actually been out of my cell earlier or if I’d dreamt the whole thing. I pushed off from the contaminated bed and crawled back onto the floor where I felt better—safer. Fragmented pieces of Engel’s face against my neck returned to me and I lifted my hand to the spot, slow and measured as though afraid of what I might find there. I grazed my fingers along my skin, looking for that all-too-familiar wound. 
 
    And there I found it.  
 
    Two puncture marks.  
 
    Deep ones. 
 
    “He really did a number on you,” said a voice from the other side of the door.  
 
    I startled back, instinctively crawling away from the sound as my eyes surveyed the small peeper window. 
 
    A pair of onyx eyes, backed by pure white skin as fresh as the winter snow, stared back at me expressionless.  
 
    “Dominic.” I pulled in a breath but forgot to let it out.  
 
    “Have I ever told you how much I enjoy the sound of my name writhing from your lips?” 
 
    I scowled at him. “What the hell is going on? Where are we and why are you just standing there? Get me the hell out of here!” 
 
    “Settle down, love.” His voice, while steady and calm, only further rattled my emotions.  
 
    “Settle down? I’m in a freaking dungeon, Dominic!” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware. I’m working on a plan to get you out of here; however, it’s not going to be easy. The circumstances have become rather muddled as of late.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘muddled’? What the hell are you talking about?” I snapped back at him, my heart pounding harder and faster with every second of inactivity that went by.  
 
    “You need to keep your voice down,” he warned, glancing over his left shoulder to make sure no one was coming. “I told you I’m working on it.” 
 
    “It’s been days, Dominic. I’m starving. I can’t even think straight anymore.” I shook my head as tears attempted to creep up from behind my lids, but I shut them down before they had a chance to break out. “I’m losing my damn mind!” 
 
    “Yes, and you’re not looking all that good either, I might add,” he said, inspecting me.  
 
    I'd never wanted to hit him more than I did in that moment. “You better be here to help me or so help me God—” 
 
    “There's no need to bring Him into this. I'm here to help you, angel. I promise.” 
 
    I hoped to God he meant that because right now, he was the only hope I had. “Do you know what's going on?” 
 
    “Isn't it obvious?” 
 
    “No, Dominic. It's not. I thought this was about the Dark Legion, but he isn't even working with them anymore, so why am I here? What's the point of all this?” I asked, gesturing to my less than desirable bedroom quarters.  
 
    “He's trying to stop the Dark Legion from raising Lucifer.” 
 
    “What? Since when?” My head ticked back at this strange new information. I was about to assault him with a string of other questions when another thought occurred to me. “Wait. If he’s trying to stop them, doesn't this put us on the same side?” A glimmer of hope bloomed in my heart like a flower.   
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Of course not.” And just like that, the flower was squashed. “Explain.” 
 
    “He wants to lead my kind out of the shadows. To rise up and take power,” he said, waggling his eyebrows as he spoke the words I preferred never to hear. “He can't do that if the Dark Legion raises Lucifer. It would only push our kind further down the chain, and believe me, temptress, Engel isn’t going to willingly allow that to happen.” 
 
    Shit. There it was…The Uprising.  
 
    Trace’s Alt had warned me about that when he traveled back in time to give me the Amulet. He warned me what would happen if Engel ever got his hands on the Amulet and made me promise I would never take it off. 
 
    “And since the Dark Legion needs my blood to do it, Engel now wants me dead,” I concluded for him. 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    I was so screwed, I needed a new name for it.  
 
    Panic rose at the back of my throat. “You have to do something, Dominic. I don’t want to die here. I can't die here!” At this point, the Dark Legion was looking more and more like a better alternative. At least they didn’t want to kill me. At least they needed me alive. In desperate times like these, that stood for something in my book.  
 
    “You aren't going to die here,” he said coolly, though I could see the uncertainty in his otherwise haughty eyes. “You still have the Amulet. And he needs it.” 
 
    “Oh, the Amulet. Goody. I feel so much better now,” I said tartly.   
 
    Dominic looked back at me confused. 
 
    “It’s always about the stupid Amulet. All my problems started when I put this damn thing on.” I gritted my teeth in disgust as I contemplated ripping it off my neck and sending it to Engel with a big red bow attached to it. “I swear, this old piece of crap is going to get me killed, and for what? It doesn’t even work! It’s freakin’ broken and useless!” 
 
    He snorted under his breath as though I’d said something funny. “I assure you, angel, The Immortal Amulet is not broken.” 
 
    “No? Then where’s my protection, huh? My sister said I would be safe as long as I kept it on—that I would be untouchable. Well I’m not! All I’ve gotten from this thing is a target on my back and one attack after another!” 
 
    “That's because of your blood, angel—not the Amulet,” he said as he leaned into the small window frame. “It's only meant to protect Descendants.” 
 
    “I am a Descendant!” I roared back at him and immediately felt the blood rush away from my head at the effort.   
 
    “Yes, you are certainly a Descendant, but the Morningstar bloodline is dominant in you, and the Amulet’s magic can sense that. It’s not meant to protect His Descendants,” he said emphasizing the word as though he got a kick out of it.  
 
    And by His Descendants, he meant Lucifer. The first fallen angel, also known as the devil himself. I felt sick to my stomach just thinking about the blood that was running through my veins. Even though I’d known about my blood for a while now, it still hadn’t settled well with me. And by well, I mean not at all. 
 
    “Wait a minute. How do you know all this?” I asked him, suspicion lighting me up inside. “And more importantly, why am I only hearing about it now?” If he was keeping secrets from me again, so help me God I was going to rip his arm off and beat him with it. 
 
    “I've been suspecting something was off for some time now, but it only came together when I overhead Engel discussing it the other night,” he said without any semblance of emotion.  
 
    I searched his face for any signs of deception, but couldn't find any. “Okay, so, basically what you’re saying is, the Amulet can sense my devil-blood and is purposely leaving me wide open to attacks because of it?” 
 
    “In laymen’s terms, yes.” 
 
    “And Engel knows it?” I verified. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Fucking perfect.” Open season on Jemma Blackburn has officially commenced. I dropped my head into my hands as my tired mind tried to wrap itself around the dire news. There were still so many gaps in this story, so many missing pieces that didn’t make sense. My head popped back up as one of them slapped me in the face. “Wait. Why am I still alive then?” I asked, the question nagging its way to the surface. “If the Amulet won’t protect me, why do I keep coming back?” 
 
    It was no secret that I should have been dead on more than one occasion. There had to be a reason why I wasn’t. And I prayed it was a good reason. I needed it to be a good reason. Frankly, the chances of that were slim, but my heart was running wild with it anyway. 
 
    Dominic paused as if searching for the right words, though I wasn't sure if he wanted to soften the blow or revel in it. He was sick like that. 
 
    “Just spit it out, Dominic.” 
 
    “Self-preservation.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    A coy smile teased the corner of his lips. “The Amulet is protecting itself, angel. Not you. If you die while wearing it, its magic ceases to exist. It's as simple as that.” 
 
    “Wait. So, he can’t actually kill me then?”  
 
    “It appears that way.” 
 
    Finally, some good news! “And since I’ll never willingly give him the Amulet, this whole thing has to be over then, right? He has to know that.” I mean, seriously, this was a standstill if I ever did see one.  
 
    He shook his head, his dark eyes never straying from mine. “Far from it, love.”  
 
    The choking hands of panic were pressing down on my throat again, closing off my airway. The truth was right there within my reach, circling the waters like a shark out for blood.  
 
    Dread descended as I forced myself to reach out and touch it.  
 
    “He’s just going to keep me trapped in here for the rest of my miserable life, isn’t he?” My voice hitched up unnaturally as my body began to quiver. “Or at least until he comes up with some other demented plan.” I looked up at him for comfort, for reassurance that my fears were unfounded, but there was none to be found.  
 
    “Unfortunately, Engel always has a backup plan.” 
 
    My mouth opened to cry out, but no sound came. I was startled silent.  
 
    He leaned in closer, ready to drop another bomb on my life. “He’s going to try to form a bloodbond with you, angel.”  
 
    I wasn’t speaking or blinking or even breathing anymore. 
 
    “And he’s going to use it to compel the Amulet from you.” 
 
    His words circled my mind like a virus, numbing every cell that it touched. I seriously couldn’t catch a break. Every time I thought things couldn’t get any worse, they somehow always did. How long was I expected to keep fighting? How much was I expected to take before I broke? Before I shattered into a million little jagged pieces that could never be put back together again? Maybe that’s exactly what they wanted.  
 
    Maybe they wanted to break me from the inside out. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” he asked, staring at me for what felt like an eternity. “Say something.” 
 
    I didn’t want to say anything. I wanted to vanish into myself. To disappear from this cruel world and never look back at the unfortunate path I’d been set on. I wanted to be with Trace; to see those eyes and hear those perfect words in my ears and feel those warm arms around my body. I closed my eyes and searched for him in my mind.  
 
    “Angel.” 
 
    My sanctuary. My only relief from the ever-storm that kept pouring down on my life.  
 
    “Speak dammit.” 
 
    “Trace.” His name escaped my lips like a prayer. “I need Trace.” 
 
    “I’ve already thought of that,” he answered, misunderstanding my words. “I can't get to him. Engel isn’t allowing anyone in or out. He isn’t taking any chances this time. If any of us are unaccounted for, he’ll change your location.” 
 
    I needed to see Trace again. I needed him to know what happened and how I felt about him. I needed to expose the guilty and make them pay for their sins. I needed...I needed him.  
 
    And he needed me.  
 
    It couldn’t end this way. I couldn’t let it. Somewhere in the depths of my despair, a small flicker of fight ignited in me, drawing me out from within myself. I had to get out of here. I had to find my way back to him.  
 
    “You have to do something, Dominic. You have to help me get out of this cage.”  
 
    “I’m already working on it, love, but it’s going to take some time. It took me days just to get access to the dungeons—” 
 
    “I don’t have any more time, Dominic.” I stood up and moved closer to him. He needed to see the desperation in my eyes. He needed to see I wasn’t playing around anymore. “I’m starving and I’m tired. I won’t survive another week like this—let alone with him draining me at every meal.” 
 
    His pitch eyes softened as he took me in. “What would you have me do, angel? Do you want to Bonnie and Clyde our way out of here? Make a run for it or die trying?” There was something lacking in his joking tone; something that made me think he would do it if I asked him to.   
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was my delirium kicking in, but the whole thing didn’t seem like a half bad idea. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t make it very far in my condition. Dominic made a face as his gaze swept over my body.  
 
    He was thinking the same thing I was. 
 
    “You need to eat first. We need to build your strength back up before we can attempt any sort of coup.”  
 
    “Is there any food in this place?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    He nodded. “He feeds his donors very well. I’m sure I could sneak something down to you.” 
 
    My stomach rumbled at the thought of food, but I ignored it. I was too busy frowning at the mention of Engel’s donors. I knew exactly what that meant: humans he was compelling to feed from. And God knows what else. 
 
    “One thing at a time, angel,” answered Dominic, knowing where my thoughts had gone. “You need to save yourself before you start worrying about anyone else.” 
 
    And I intended to do just that.  
 
    “What about the bloodbond? How long do we have until I’m completely under his spell?”  
 
    “Depends,” he said, running his lean fingers along his smooth jawline.  
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On how powerful he is. How much he takes—how often.” 
 
    “Are we talking weeks or days?” My voice cracked at the tail end of the question. 
 
    “In your current state?” He raised a critical brow as he appraised me. “Days.” 
 
    This was getting grimmer by the minute. Every time we solved one issue, another one popped up to quickly take its place. It was like some demonic game of domino’s I never signed up to play.  
 
    The thought of being compelled by Engel sickened me to no end. I would become his puppet. His willing and devoted servant. I was certain that getting me to hand over the Amulet, and in essence, my entire life, was just the very tip of the iceberg of what he had planned for me.  
 
    And I thought being bonded to Dominic was bad. Ha! I’d choose a bloodbond with Dominic a hundred times over that decrepit— 
 
    “Oh my God.” An idea smacked me right upside the head. “That's it!” 
 
    Dominic was still going on about the rate in which bloodbonds were formed when I slammed my hand against the bars. “Dominic! Are you listening to me? I have an idea!” 
 
    He blinked lazily, unimpressed with my interruption. “I'm listening.” 
 
    “If Engel’s entire plan is resting on forming a bloodbond with me, all we need to do is make sure that doesn't happen.” 
 
    “That's quite an astute observation, angel, but it hardly qualifies as an actual plan.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “You didn't let me finish.” 
 
    “You don't need to, love. There's no way to stop a bloodbond. It's inevitable if he feeds on you long enough.”  
 
    “That's why I'm going to form one with you first.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “You heard me.” I leaned in closer, my eyes landing hard on his. “Every time he feeds on me, you feed on me twice. Whatever he takes from me, you take more. He won't be able to compel me if I'm already bonded to you, right?” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what you're asking?”  
 
    No. “This can work, Dominic. I know it can. We already have a connection and as long as we stay one step ahead of him—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be able to withstand that kind of blood loss,” he interrupted, his voice a defeated drawl. “Not to mention there's no guarantee what the outcome would be.” 
 
    “I have the Amulet. I can't die, remember?” 
 
    He started shaking his head, but I quickly continued before he could voice his protest.  
 
    “We have to try something, Dominic. I can't be bonded to him or I'm as good as dead. This is the only way. And while he's busy trying to figure out why he can't compel me, we can build up my strength and work on a plan to get me out of here.”  
 
    He didn't say anything, but I could tell he was taking it all in. 
 
    “Look, if you have a better plan, I'm all ears,” I offered, knowing that he didn't.  
 
    “This is dangerous, angel.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I'm not sure that you do. You're not just playing with fire anymore. This is the whole damn inferno.” 
 
    “That's why I need your help, Dominic. I need to know that you're on my side. I need to know you're with me.” 
 
    His eyes took a long, unhurried look at me, starting from my eyes and then dropping down as far as they could go before making their way back up again. “Yours is the only team I play for, angel,” he said, a boyish half-smile creeping across his face. “Of that, you can be sure.” 
 
    I smiled back at him. I hadn't really meant to, but my mouth seemed to have a mind of its own.  
 
    “You do know what this means, don't you?” he asked, crooking an eyebrow at me.  
 
    I rolled my eyes in response. “We're still not friends, Dominic.” 
 
    His grin widened, lighting up his smoldering eyes. “I'd venture to say we're going to be a lot more than that.” 
 
    I swallowed down the knot at the back of my throat.  
 
    “You'll be bonded to me, angel. In every way. Are you prepared to willingly enter into that bond with me? To submit to me entirely?” He blinked impishly as his loaded words speared through my body like a dagger. 
 
    The room suddenly felt as though it were shrinking, closing in on me. My mouth opened to speak, but it was as though the words refused to pass from my lips.  
 
    “You'd be trusting me with the one true thing you have left in this world,” he continued, seeing how deep he could drive his weapon. “Trusting that I’d return it to you when this was all over.” 
 
    “It?” Biting my lip, I tried to ignore the acid rising from the pit of my stomach. 
 
    His eyes sparkled with sin as he lowered his gaze to my mouth. “Your free will, of course.” 
 
    “My free will. Right.” Oh, God, the room was definitely shrinking. And where the hell did all the air go?  
 
    I wasn't sure what to say at that point. Did I trust Dominic? And if so, could I actually trust him with my life? I'd essentially be turning myself into a puppet. Dominic's puppet. All on the slim glimmer of hope that when this was all over and done with, he'd cut the strings and set me free. I wasn't sure if I could trust him. Heck, I wasn't sure there was anyone on this green earth that I would trust with that kind of power over me, but it was the only option I had right now. My only chance at an escape.  
 
    It was him or Engel.  
 
    “I trust you, Dominic,” I said, trying not to trip on the words as they came out of my mouth. Pulling up my cuff bracelet, I raised my hand to the small peeper window and slipped it through the bars, giving him full access to my wrist.  “I have no other choice.”  
 
    Something dark and wild flickered through his expression, but I didn’t have the nerve to figure it out.  
 
    “I know you'll do the right thing,” I continued, watching the ravenous look in his eyes as he took my wrist in his hand and exposed his fangs, ready and willing to indulge in me.  
 
    “I'm certainly glad one of us does, angel,” he said and then bit down into my flesh. 
 
   


  
 

 4. BONDED BY BLOOD 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure if it was because of the budding bond I'd already established with Dominic, or just that I was too tired and weak to feel anything, but the pain from his bite never came. The instant his fangs broke through my skin, my entire body surged with rapture, with euphoria, with an unbearable need for more, and all I could do was bow down and obey it. Lurching forward, I pressed myself against the door that no longer held me prisoner and sucked in a breath of air I forgot to let out. Every inch of my body begged for more of my newfound escape, and Dominic happily obliged.  
 
    The cruel world slipped away from me, and with it went all the other bad things in my life; the dungeon I was locked inside of, the putrid smell of death that was always in the air, the agonizing loss of the boy I loved. It was just me and my medicine now. My cure. My only reprieve from the onslaught of pain that rained down on me time and time again.  
 
    In that brief moment, I was as free as the wind.  
 
    As he drank, tiny black dots began to paint my peripheral, further melting away my view of the doomed world I now lived in. And I welcomed them, basked in them, until there was nothing left but the utterly blinding blackness of a peaceful end. I crumbled through the air and fell to the ground in a pile of lifeless limbs.  
 
    I wanted to shout out at him to take more. To give me more. To break down the door and give me all of it. But I couldn't speak. I couldn't move. I was in a catatonic state of nothingness. Of everythingness. 
 
    “I'll be seeing you, angel,” I heard him say as sleep came down on me and took me once again.  
 
      
 
    I woke up alone in the dark sometime later. I wasn't sure how much time had gone by, but I felt colder and more alone than ever. Dominic's face flashed through my mind and I found myself wanting for him, knowing he was the only one who could make this nightmare go away again. My eyes scanned the door, hoping I’d find him there watching me sleep, waiting to give me another dose of my medicine, but there was no one there.  
 
    Pulling my knees up to my chest, I hugged myself for warmth and lowered my disappointed eyes to the ground. Before I could release even a single disappointed sigh, something at the floor by the prison door snagged my attention. Bold, vibrant colors scattered on the ground amidst the grimy lifeless palette of dirt and concrete.   
 
    Food! 
 
    I lunged forward on all fours and scurried across the cell like a wild, starving animal. I didn’t even bother to clean it or inspect it; I just snatched up every piece of food I could find on the ground and shoveled it into my mouth. Sweet nectar splashed over my tongue, tickling every taste bud I had and even those I didn't know existed.  
 
    My eyes rolled back in my head as I swallowed my mouthful and then packed in some more, barely chewing as I devoured everything that was in my hands. I never remembered food tasting so good—so magical. In mere seconds, it was all gone, wholly and heartily devoured, and already I was feeling better. Invigorated.  
 
    Hopeful.  
 
    Dominic had come through. He'd actually done it and the realization only made me long for him more.  
 
    Um, long for him? I stopped short and checked myself. What the heck was I saying right now? Holy shit, get it together, Jemma!  
 
    I shook my head as though the gesture could dislodge the foreign thought from my brain.  
 
    It's just the bloodbond, I told myself. Just my mind playing tricks on my heart again. I repeated the truth over and over like some kind of twisted new-age mantra. I needed to remember that, to hold onto it like a life preserver.  
 
    Dominic was a vampire and I, a Slayer. We were not friends. We weren’t anything. Any feelings I may have been feeling for him weren’t real. They weren’t true. I knew that. I believed it.  
 
    And yet every time I blinked my eyes, there he was in the background again, making himself known to me; beckoning me towards him. 
 
    Okay. Fine. Whatever. It doesn't matter right now, I convinced myself as I crawled back to my corner on the ground and pulled my legs up to my chest again. At least there was hope now. Something to hold onto.  
 
    My plan was in full effect and it was going to work. I was going to build up enough strength to fight my way out of this hell hole and get back to Trace. So what if things with Dominic got a little fuzzy along the way? It didn't mean anything. It was all temporary anyway. At least that's what I kept telling myself. The important thing is that Engel would not win. I was going to have the last laugh... 
 
    He just didn't know it yet.  
 
      
 
    The next few days weaved into each other like a tapestry of bland, maddening colors, broken up only by the brilliant moments when Dominic would sneak down to the dungeons to see me. I found myself counting down the minutes, the very seconds until I could see him again. At first, I thought it was just my loneliness talking, my isolation propelling me towards him and his unique brand of medicine. But as the days went by, I wasn't so sure anymore.  
 
    His face seemed to flash through my mind almost incessantly, even when I didn't want to think of him. Even when I tried to force myself not to. Nothing was safe from him. Even my prized dreams of Trace slowly became replaced by dreams of Dominic. And, eventually, it didn't even seem to bother me anymore. After all, it was those precious moments with Dominic that made it possible for me to withstand anything here.  
 
    Even being drained by Engel on a daily basis.  
 
    Unfortunately for me, things on that front went from bad to worse. When Engel realized that the bloodbond between us wasn't forming fast enough, he decided to step up his game. His daily feeding turned into two. And then three. Each one growing more and more erratic. More and more desperate. And with every new feeding he inflicted on me, Dominic had to match him—and then one-up him—turning my days into a blur of unconsciousness and semi-conscious states.  
 
    Dominic continued to sneak food down to me, but on most days, it just wasn’t enough. I needed more to be able to heal quick enough to withstand the drainings. More food. More sleep. More everything. Sadly, there wasn't enough of anything in this godforsaken place. There were several occasions where Dominic had asked me if I wanted to drink from him to be able to heal faster and quickly rebuild my strength, but I staunchly refused. I knew Revenant blood had powerful healing capabilities, but I wasn't sure what else it could do or what the consequences of ingesting it would be. For all I knew, a sip of it would turn me into the very fiends I hated most.  
 
    And that was a fate worse than dying.  
 
    “Why must you be so stubborn all the time?” he asked me on one of his nightly visits. 
 
    “I'm not being stubborn, Dominic. I just...don't want to.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, examining me. “What are you afraid of?”  
 
    I didn't answer. I wasn't sure how to word it without offending him.  
 
    “Ah, I see.” There was something that passed through his eyes. Something akin to sadness, but it disappeared almost as quickly as it showed itself. “You're afraid of becoming like me,” he concluded when I didn't respond.  
 
    “Well, yeah. I mean, no.” I shook my head and tried again. “I just don’t want to take any more risks.” 
 
    He nodded, steeping in my words. “There are worse things than Turning, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, like what?” I asked doubtfully.  
 
    “Like not existing at all.” His dark eyes bore into me as he watched me fidget under his intense stare. “Like spending the rest of your days in this dungeon.” 
 
    Just the thought of it sent a cold shiver down my spine. “That may be true, but I don't plan on either one.” 
 
    His lip twitched at the corner as though it wanted to sprout a smile. “I'm quite certain you don't, angel.” After a brief moment, he added, “In any event, your fears are unfounded. You'd have to die first.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “After ingesting my blood. You would have to die in order to complete the transformation, and since you cannot die with the Amulet on, you're safe from turning into this.” There was a definite tinge of offense in his tone.  
 
    I lowered my eyes. “Still, I’d rather not.” 
 
    There was a pause of silence that seemed to go on forever. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he finally said and then crooked his finger, motioning for me to come closer to him.  
 
    I already knew what was coming. After all, it was my favorite time of the day. The absolute only thing I had to look forward to in this desolate wasteland.  
 
    I shuffled forward until we were standing face to face with only the wooden door between us. I slipped my hand through the bars and willingly exposed my wrist to him.  
 
    He looked back at me, his eyes filled with lust as he surveyed my face, and then my neck. “Oh, how I long to be on the other side of this door.” His eyes stayed pinned on my now pulsating neck vein. 
 
    “Actually, I think it would work better if I was on that side.” 
 
    He didn’t bother meeting my eyes. “Either one would be fine with me, love.” 
 
    With a reverberating click of his teeth, he picked up my hand and brought it to his mouth. I took a breath and held it in as his lips glided over my palm and then to my wrist.  
 
    His teeth broke through the tender skin and I released the air from my lungs as my ever-shrinking world turned vast again. Every care and concern I had slipped away from me like sand in a broken hour glass. Fleeting and flawed and inconsequential. I gripped the bars with my other hand and pressed my body against the door, unconsciously drawing myself closer to him. My lids were already weighty with euphoria and threatening to shut down on me, but I forced them open a moment longer so that I could take in the beautiful angel of death before me.  
 
    How could something so deadly make me feel something so divine?  
 
    It was the question I asked myself time and time again before slipping away into oblivion. 
 
   


  
 

 5. THE HEADLESS HORSEMAN 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes snapped open at the sound of my cell door being cranked open. My two escorts from earlier this week stood at the threshold of the door wearing a pair of matching grins on their faces. An eerie feeling of unease fluttered over me as if my body knew something was coming; something I wasn’t going to like. I noticed they always came down in pairs now, usually Maz and Damon, and sometimes Maz and Baldy—Engle’s right hand man. 
 
    “Wakey, wakey, Hell-girl. It's time to go,” said Maz, the doofus that knocked me out the other night. I'd heard one of the guards refer to him by name and smirked to myself as I remembered how stupid it sounded.  
 
    My eyes shifted to Damon, the blond one with the deep, throaty voice. His black tattoo was peeking out from under his shirt. It looked like an owl’s head, but I couldn’t really make out enough of it to be sure. 
 
    “Are you hard of hearing?” snapped Damon when I didn’t move. “He said get up.”  
 
    Without breaking eye contact, I slowly stood up from the corner I’d been perched in and straightened my back. My feet were at shoulder width and my fists were balled at my sides, but I didn’t move another inch. I just stood there without saying a word, staring at the two of them. 
 
    “You best not try anything,” warned Maz. There was a nervous pitch to his voice, like he was scared of what I might do—of what I was capable of doing to him, even in this semi-useless state of being.  
 
    The sound of it empowered me.  
 
    I continued to stare silently, my eyes taking in each of them, judging their abilities, calculating their distance to me. Looking for any hidden weapons. My gaze locked on a short black handle sticking out sideways from the back of Maz's pants. I quickly veered my eyes away from it so as not to draw any attention to what I'd just seen.  
 
    “Why’s she just standing there?” Maz turned to Damon. 
 
    Damon didn't answer him. “Start moving. I'm not going to tell you twice.” 
 
    “Alright, alright. Don’t have a cow.” I took a slow step towards them, and then another one. Each one causing my skin to prickle with anticipation. 
 
    Both of them stepped back, presumably to clear the path, though maybe just to keep their distance. I smiled, and then, like a savage prisoner with a tiny taste of freedom, I barreled forward, rushing into Maz and then pounding my fist into the bridge of his nose. He immediately folded inward, covering his broken nose and leaving himself wide open to my waiting hands. Before he could figure out what was happening, I pulled his weapon from his back pocket and then spun him around, pulling him in against my chest and using his body to shield me from Damon.  
 
    I didn't waste time with idle threats. I raised the knife and promptly slid it across Maz's neck, easy as slicing through butter. He dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes.  
 
    I didn’t move. I just stood there, air swooshing in and out of my lungs as remnants of adrenaline settled in my blood. 
 
    “You're going to regret that in a minute,” warned Damon as he kicked Maz's motionless body. “You can't kill a Revenant with a knife. Even a youngster like Maz.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” I wiped the blood-stained blade against my dress and then flipped the knife around in my palm, handing it back to him handle-first. “But it felt really good doing it.” 
 
    The truth was, I was testing them—testing myself. I wanted to see how easy it would be to overtake one of them. I wanted to be ready when the time was right. Taking down Maz had proven to be easy, but something told me the other one would be a whole different story. Either way, my confidence and strength were increasing every day.  
 
    It was only a matter of time now… 
 
    “I hope it was worth it,” he said as he took a backwards step through the door. His arm came up and reached for something that appeared to be hanging on the wall outside my cell.  
 
    “It was,” I answered and then swallowed the last of my moxie as he produced a rusty, nail-spiked bat.  
 
    His dark, soulless eyes met mine and a wicked grin curled across his face. “Good,” he said, gently swaying the bat back and forth as he moved in closer to me. “Because it's time to pay the piper.” 
 
    And I did.  
 
    With flesh and blood aplenty.  
 
      
 
    I was taken to Engel in a near unconscious state. I couldn't see my face or my back but I knew from the agonizing pain shooting from both of them that Damon and his medieval bat had done a number on me. I could barely see through my left eye and I was almost certain my ribs had been broken.  
 
    “You're late,” said Engel as my two guards dragged me into the atrium where Engel had been expecting me twenty minutes earlier.  
 
    I lifted my head to speak, but groaned from the throbbing ache that was pounding the back of my head. 
 
    “What the hell is the meaning of this?” asked Engel, rising from his chair as he inspected me. His brows were pulled together in a point and his eyes were hard and narrowed. He didn't look pleased. 
 
    “She attacked us, boss. Pulled my knife right out of my pocket. Damon took care of her.” 
 
    Dominic shifted his weight, almost like a twitch, but he caught himself before Engel could notice.  
 
    “You did this?” asked Engel, his eyes snapping to Damon. 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” That smug, pleased expression he had earlier when he was beating me three licks away from my death had all but disappeared. Now, he was just a little lackey, cowering before his boss. Sire. Whatever. 
 
    My gaze shifted back to Dominic as I clutched my ribs and struggled to breath. His expression was taut, mouth pinched as though he were working hard to keep himself contained.  
 
    My eyes settled on his mouth, his fangs, and I longed for him with every fiber of my broken being. I wasn't sure I'd ever longed for anything more in my entire life. The pain in my body was insufferable, vomit-inducing, but I knew he could make it all go away with just one touch…one moment…one kiss of death.  
 
    And I needed it. Now more than ever.  
 
    “Who gave you permission?” bellowed Engel, pulling my attention back to the scene unfolding before me. He was walking towards us now, heading straight for Damon.  
 
    “Sire, I—” 
 
    “You were told to bring her to me, nothing more and nothing less. You dare defy me in my own home? To take it upon yourself to punish my guests?” 
 
    Did he just call me his guest? Oh my God, he really was demented. 
 
    “Sire, I just thought—” 
 
    “You’re not here to think, you fool. You’re here to do as you’re told!” roared Engel as his arm swooshed by my right ear in a near undetectable blur, leaving nothing but a gust of wind in its wake.  
 
    I had no idea what had happened until Damon's decapitated body slumped to the floor beside me, his head tumbling down next to it a second later as blood sprayed out at me from the tangle of severed arteries.  
 
    Holy freaking shit!  
 
    A deafening shrill tore from my body as I scrambled back into Maz. He moved right along with me, still squeezing my arm like a vise as we scrambled away from the line of fire. He seemed to be hiding behind me—probably terrified that he was going to be next. 
 
    “Settle down, child,” said Engel, his tone flat and uninspired as though annoyed by my outburst. Apart from the slight irritation in his voice, he was as calm as a freaking clam—obviously the makings of a total psychopath. “It's all over now.”  
 
    Oh yeah, sure. Unfortunately, my pounding heart didn’t get the memo. 
 
    “As for the rest of you,” he continued, facing his hive of undead as he casually walked back to his seat like he hadn't just beheaded someone with his bare hands. “Let this be a lesson to you. There is only room for one king in this castle.”  
 
    His minions were awestruck and silent. The sound of it, or lack thereof, seemed to invigorate Engel.  
 
    “Bring her to me,” said Engel to Maz as he began unbuttoning his blood-soaked jacket. 
 
    Horrified, my eyes shot back to Dominic, pleading with him to do something. 
 
    “Boss,” interrupted Dominic as Engel carefully removed his jacket and lay it over the armrest of his chair. 
 
    “What is it, Dominic?” 
 
    “I was just thinking that it might be beneficial to give the girl a night of rest. Some sort of...peace offering.” 
 
    “And why would I do that?” he asked, curiosity coloring his eyes.  
 
    “May I?” asked Dominic, motioning that he wanted to approach him. 
 
    Engel nodded and Dominic quickly knelt down to whisper something privately in his ear.  
 
    At that point, I was sure the entire room of Revs could hear my heart slamming against my ribcage as I wondered what the heck Dominic was saying to him. After a short stint of silence, Engel nodded again.  
 
    Okay. A nod. That had to be good thing, right? 
 
    “I knew there was a reason I liked you,” grinned Engel.  
 
    Oh, God. So NOT a good thing. What kind of diabolical idea had Dominic just put in his head? I was so going to kill him when this was all over and done with.   
 
    “Maz, resume your post. Dominic will take over for Damon.” His eyes shifted back to Dominic. “Accompany her and do not let her out of your sight under any circumstance.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure.”  
 
    “And I’m sure I don't have to remind you about the rules regarding my property?” added Engel over his shoulder. 
 
    “Certainly not. I heard you loud and clear, boss,” nodded Dominic before crossing the room to me.  
 
    My body quickly responded with heat and anticipation. 
 
    “Good.” Engel's eyes crawled back to mine. “Enjoy your night off, Princess.” 
 
    My night off? 
 
    Okay. What the heck just happened? 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 6. TRUTH AND CONSEQUENCE 
 
      
 
      
 
    To my surprise, Dominic and Maz didn't take me back to my cell in the dungeons. Instead, Dominic led us upstairs to the second floor. His hand was wrapped firmly around my upper arm and even though it appeared to be just another security measure, he was actually using it to support most of my weight.  I wanted to ask him where he was taking me and what the hell he had said to Engel, but I didn't want to raise any suspicion in Maz so I kept my mouth shut and followed along in silence. Frankly, I was better off not talking anyway since it hurt to even speak. 
 
    We moved through a number of passageways until Dominic finally came to a stop in front of a black, leather chair pushed back against the corridor wall.  
 
    “Wait here,” he said, turning to Maz. “No one comes past this point.” 
 
    “You got it.” nodded Maz as he took his seat on the chair and smiled happily. I guess I’d be smiling too if I just dodged the kind of decapitating bullet Maz just dodged.   
 
    Dominic shifted his gaze to me and ticked his chin towards the end of the hallway. “Keep moving, Princess,” he said as he picked up my arm again. 
 
    I followed without fight or complaint. 
 
    When we reached the end of the hallway, Dominic turned to his right and opened one of the doors.  
 
    A large, royal bathroom greeted me like a scene straight out of my latest dreams. Stone walls and dark, mahogany cabinets planked either side of the room, leading up to a beautiful Victorian bathtub at the center of it.  
 
    Dominic pulled me into the bathroom and then promptly shut the door behind us.  
 
    “What is this?” I asked, still clutching my ribs as I looked around, lusting over the cleanliness of it all.  
 
    Even the shiny toilet made my heart flutter. 
 
    “It's a bathroom.” 
 
    I shot him a surly look. “I mean, what am I doing here?” 
 
    “You're going to take a bath, love, and when you're done, you're going to sit down and eat a real meal for once. Courtesy of moi.” 
 
    “You're joking, right?” My eyes were pinned on the tub. I couldn't even remember how clean, warm water felt. I imagined it would feel like heaven against my savage skin. “How did you pull this off? What did you say to him?” 
 
    “Never you mind that. The clock is ticking,” he said as he strolled to the tub and turned on the water.  
 
    As if that was happening. “Dominic.” 
 
    “Must you always be so stubborn?” 
 
    “Yes, I must.”  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and fixed me with a look. “I simply suggested that he try playing nice with you for a while. For the sake of encouraging the bloodbond.” 
 
    “Oh.” I nodded, liking the sound of that. “Well, that was a good idea.” 
 
    “I know. Now get undressed.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I stood there and gawked at him. “I'm not getting naked in front of you.” 
 
    “Why not?” He didn't bother facing me as he dumped an entire bottle of bubble bath into the tub. 
 
    “Dominic!”  
 
    A sultry chuckle escaped him. “Very well, angel. I'll turn around if that makes you feel better.” 
 
    “Sure. You can turn around and walk right out of the bathroom and give me some privacy like a descent man.” 
 
    “I'm a lot of things, angel, but a decent man isn't one of them. Besides, I'm on strict orders not to leave your side, remember?” He straightened out and faced me and I could see that he wasn't going to waver. He pushed his hands into the pocket of his black slacks and waited for my inevitable compliance. 
 
    I guess it wasn't so bad. At least I was with him, about to take a wonderful bath, and not alone in the dungeons with Maz and Damon standing guard outside.  
 
    Ugh. Damon.  
 
    I swallowed the lump at the back of my throat as I recalled how easily Engel had split him in two. If he could do that to a Revenant, I could only imagine what he could do to me. I shuddered at the thought of it.  
 
    “It's nice and warm,” coaxed Dominic, mistaking my body tremble for a temperature issue.  
 
    “Whatever. Fine,” I finally agreed, though it was a surprise to no one.  
 
    Grinning, he strutted back over to me, his eyes flitting over my face as he stopped just inches from where I stood rooted. His hand came up and gently caressed my cheek with the back of his knuckles.  
 
    I winced from the strange mixture of pleasure and pain.  
 
    “He's quite lucky he's dead already,” said Dominic, speaking through what appeared to be a clenched jaw.  
 
    “Is it that bad?” I asked and then looked over his shoulder to the mirror above the bathroom sink. I blinked into it, disbelieving my own eyes. I looked like a freaking monster! The entire side of my face was swollen twice its size and my right eye was sealed shut. “Oh, my God,” I cried out in horror. 
 
    “It'll heal, angel.”  
 
    “I'm disfigured.” I shook my head and stepped around him, moving closer to the mirror. The closer I got, the sicker I felt inside. I turned away, unable to face my own reflection. What had I become? I didn't even recognize myself anymore.  
 
    Dominic came up behind me. He wasn't touching me, but somehow, I could still feel him there.  
 
    “It'll heal,” he repeated, his breath tickling the top of my shoulder as he spoke. 
 
    “And what about the rest of me, Dominic?” What about all the other broken pieces that were now a part of my being? All the scars there were visible to the naked eye, and the ones that weren’t? What would become of me if I ever got out of here? Would I ever be able to un-see the horrors I’ve seen? Would I ever be the same person again? 
 
    “That'll heal too,” he said in steady voice. “In time, everything does. You either find a way to let it go or you learn to live with it.” 
 
    I lowered my eyes to the ground and nodded, somehow accepting his words as gospel.  
 
    “Come now, angel. Take off your dress and get in the tub.” His whispered command sent a warm sliver of heat down my back. It was a familiar feeling, but somehow, it felt completely new and foreign coming from him.  
 
    I turned my cheek to the side and looked back at him over my shoulder, eager and willing to comply with his demands. “Would you mind unzipping me?”  
 
    He blinked lazily as his hands came up over my waist and then along my back, tracing the zippered tracks as though he'd never seen such a contraption before. Ha. I bet he'd unzipped more than his fair share of dresses in his time. After getting a good lay of the land, he carefully pulled down the zipper with one hand, slow and even, as he ran his other hand along my bare flesh. I winced again.  
 
    “You know I can make that go away,” he offered in a soothing whisper. “It wouldn’t take much.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You might even enjoy it.” 
 
    “I know,” I said without thinking twice of it. And that was precisely what I was afraid of.  
 
    My dress flopped open, exposing my entire back and then some. I cupped the front of my dress and held it firmly against my chest to stop it from slipping off and exposing me completely.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said and then turned to face him. Strangely though, I couldn't bring myself to meet his eyes. The moment was too intimate. Too revealing.   
 
    He picked up my chin and pulled my face up. His eyes stared back at me with troubling intensity. Something was brewing deep inside those smoldering, dark eyes. Something like heat, or yearning.  
 
    Maybe even something more.  
 
    I suddenly had the urge to say something to him. To thank him, or forgive him, or…I wasn’t sure anymore. I wasn’t sure of anything. “Dominic, I—” 
 
    “Tell me when,” he said softly and then turned around to give me some privacy.  
 
    Nodding, I released the breath of air I’d been holding in and then walked over to the tub, still clutching the front of my dress. With a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure he wasn't peeking, I let it fall to the ground and stepped into the tub. The warm water and thick white foam immediately closed in around me, stinging my open wounds while warming my cold body at the same time.  
 
    “You can turn now,” I said once I was settled in and positive that none of my parts were peeking out.  
 
    He turned around and then smirked as he took in the sights. Apparently, he liked what he was seeing.   
 
    My cheeks picked up heat in response. “Stop staring at me.” 
 
    Another chuckle serenaded my ears. “Believe me, angel, I'm trying,” he said as he walked up to me and took a seat on the stool beside the tub. He picked up a sponge from the caddy and dunked it into the water. “Turn around.” 
 
    “Uh, that's alright,” I said, shaking my head at his horrible idea. “I can wash my—” 
 
    “Turn,” he ordered.  
 
    I should have resisted a little harder; put up some kind of fight, but I didn’t. I swiveled around on my butt and gave him full access to my back. Pulling my knees up to my chest, an uneasy feeling clawed its way into my belly as I realized how comfortable I’d gotten around him.  
 
    He squeezed the sponge, letting the excess water dribble down my weathered back. I tried not to flinch, to keep myself perfectly still, but the pain was too sharp to ignore. Damon and his nail-studded bat had done a number on me. 
 
    Careful not to hurt me, Dominic picked up my hair in his hand and brought it over to one side, letting it fall in loose waves over my shoulder. He wasn't speaking or moving now so I could only assume he was staring at the welts on my back.  
 
    “Let me heal you, angel,” he pleaded. His words were drenched in emotions I'd never heard from him before. And by heal me, he meant drink from him. 
 
    “I don’t want that,” I said in a small voice.  
 
    “You know I could just compel you to if I wanted to.” 
 
    I spun back around and gaped at him, my heart galloping in my chest. “You're lying.” 
 
    “I don't lie, angel.” 
 
    “You can't compel me,” I said boldly, though I needed him to confirm it for me. To tell me he was lying.  
 
    Right now, I needed that more than air.  
 
    “I most certainly can.” 
 
    My skin prickled with goosebumps as a chill licked its way up my back. “Are you saying we're bonded already?” 
 
    “Yes, angel. That is precisely what I'm saying.” He tipped his head to the side, contemplating it. “It's not as strong as it could be though, but the link is certainly there.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I can feel it.” 
 
    “Really?” I felt myself swaying towards him, my curiosity getting the better of me. “What does it feel like?” I asked him, intrigued. 
 
    “It feels like you’re mine.” 
 
    My heart came to a definite stop and then kicked off into overdrive. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how to feel about anything anymore.  
 
    On one hand, I knew I was safe from Engel being able to establish a bloodbond with me, and that was great news, but on the other hand, Dominic now had the power to compel me if he wanted to. And that was so not great news. 
 
    “Does that scare you?” he asked me, his voice a sinister drawl that fluttered over my skin like a butterfly. 
 
    “No.” I swallowed noisily.  
 
    He laughed again. “You're lying, angel.”  
 
    Hell yeah I was lying. “I don't know how I feel about it,” I said, not wanting to reveal all my cards to him. He already had way more power over me than I was comfortable with. “I'm not even sure I believe you. I sure as hell don't feel any different about you,” I added, lying again. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yup.” I looked up at him just as he sprouted a smile. I found myself staring at his mouth, momentarily distracted by the fascinating form of his pouty lips.   
 
    “Come here,” he said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I blinked the distraction away and met his eyes. 
 
    “Come closer, angel,” he repeated, though this time, there was a strange vibration in his voice that resonated through my body—through my bones. It was like a siren call that only I could hear.  
 
    A call I had to answer. 
 
    I shuffled forward, nudging myself towards him. Frankly, I had no idea why I was listening to him, but I was and it didn't occur to me to question it. 
 
    “Kiss me,” he said with the same mesmerizing tone as earlier. 
 
    I wanted to tell him no. Like hell no. But instead, I began inching my way closer to him, pulling myself further and further out of the safety of the tub to meet his waiting lips. Only when I was a whisper away from his mouth, close enough that I could smell the scent of whiskey and chocolate on his lips, did he put his hand on my shoulder and stop me.  
 
    I blinked away my confusion. 
 
    “Do you believe me now?” he asked smugly. 
 
    I felt my cheeks redden as I narrowed my eyes at him. “You did that on purpose? You compelled me?” 
 
    “I was proving a point.” 
 
    “And what point is that, Dominic? That I can't trust you? That you can take advantage of me?” I spat, retreating into the warm water. My cheeks were still inflamed from embarrassment, and even though I was yelling at him, the truth was, I was angrier with myself for not being able to resist his compulsion.  
 
    “If I wanted to take advantage of you, I would have let you kiss me,” he pointed out.  
 
    “So what? You want a medal for it? It was still a jerk move!” 
 
    I turned away from his condescending eyes and tried to simmer myself down. I suppose, at the end of the day, he did have a point. He could have made me follow through on that kiss. Heck, he could have made me do a lot worse than that. That had to stand for something, didn't it? 
 
    It did, I decided, knowing that I desperately still needed him in my corner. 
 
    “Don't do that again,” I warned him, meeting his eyes. This was hard enough without the added worry of wondering if he was making me do things against my will. Though, at this point, I wasn't even sure what my actual will was anymore. 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about, love. I have no interest in doing that again.” 
 
    My head ticked back a notch. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked, feeling strangely offended by his alleged disinterest in me. “What, am I some un-kissable toad now?  
 
    “I beg your pardon?” He chuckled.  
 
    “You heard me. Are my lips not good enough for your royal vampire mouth?” I went on, feeling far more offended than I was comfortable admitting. I seriously needed to get help. 
 
    He laughed again, shaking his head at my little outburst of indignation. “No, love. It simply means that when you finally do kiss me again, it's not going to be because I compelled you to. It's going to be because you want to.”  
 
    My stomach did a strange flip at his words, but I quickly shut the sucker down. “Well, good, because that’s obviously never going to happen again.”   
 
    “Never say never, angel.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what scared me more; his smug demeanor about it, or the fact that he said it with such certainly. Like he was holding all the cards in his hands…like he knew something I didn’t. 
 
    And unfortunately, with Dominic, I could never really be sure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 7. EAT PRAY BLOOD 
 
      
 
      
 
    After steeping in the bath for nearly an hour, my two wardens took me back downstairs to the main floor where I was led into a sprawling dining room big enough for a king and his army. Or just Engel and his leeches. I immediately tried to gauge my surroundings, noting the wood-beamed ceilings, and the dark, lengthy dining table at the center, but I had a hard time staying focused with all the ridiculously amazing aromas coming out of the kitchen.    
 
    Saliva pooled in my mouth as I inhaled the smells and tried to picture the corresponding dish. I couldn’t help it. My stomach had been in a constant state of near-famine for the last…God knows how many days. Ten seconds in and I’d completely forgotten about my recon work and even stopped fidgeting with the hem of my two-sizes-too-small crop top. 
 
    “Go on and have Lucy send in the first course,” said Dominic to Maz. “And keep watch in the north hall when you’re done. No one enters this wing.” 
 
    Maz nodded and took off towards the swinging doors that were presumably attached to the kitchen.  
 
    “This way, Princess,” smiled Dominic. 
 
    He didn’t have to tell me twice. I nearly ran him over in my rush to get to that damn table. Pulling out my chair, he motioned with his hand for me to sit down. And I did. Frankly, I never plopped my butt down faster in my entire life. 
 
    Dominic took the next chair over and sat down beside me. Unlike my seat, there was nothing set out in front of him. No place setting or dishes with fancy cutlery. No crystal wine glass or embroidered napkin. Revenants didn’t eat food after all, and since there weren’t any cognizant humans around, there was no reason to keep up the pretense. Not that he would anyway. Dominic wasn’t the type of vampire that concerned himself with the human world, unlike his brother Gabriel who pretty much lived for protecting it. 
 
    Gabriel, I sighed.  
 
    I could only imagine what he was going through right now. He was probably blaming himself for my disappearance, blaming himself for not being there to protect me. He was such a martyr that way.   
 
    I prayed he wasn’t being too hard on himself. It’s not like he would’ve been able to do anything anyway. The protective barrier Nikki and Caleb set up around Taylor’s property ensured that no Revenants could get in. And that included the good ones like Gabriel. It chilled me to my bones to know that in the end, it wasn’t a vampire that did me in. It was a human. Someone from the party. Maybe even someone I knew and cared for.  
 
    I shuddered at the disturbing thought.  
 
    “Why the long face, love? Are you not enjoying my company?” he asked, leaning back in his chair. He wanted to appear casual, relaxed—detached, but his eyes were giving him away more and more lately.  
 
    “I was just thinking about the night of the party,” I said quietly, so only the two of us could hear. It was unnecessary of course, the house was made entirely of brick and stone, making every room sound proof. 
 
    “Ah, yes. The infamous party. Any theories on that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “The only thing I know for sure is that it wasn’t a Rev. It couldn’t be.” Not with the Magical Barrier keeping out all things undead and Dark Legion related.  
 
    “Which brings your suspect list down to just about everyone else in town.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said, rubbing my temples. Just thinking about it gave me a migraine. “I should’ve listened to you.” 
 
    His eyebrows perked up at my admission.  
 
    As sour as the words tasted, they needed to be said. “I should have never gone after her alone.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but hindsight is always twenty-twenty, love.”  
 
    “I knew she was sketchy, but I never thought she’d go that far,” I confessed. “I should have known better.” If I’d learned anything from my time in Hollows Hills, it was that I couldn’t trust anyone. Who knew how long she’d been working with Engel, or worse, what other lengths she would go to get rid of me. It dawned on me that I would probably never really be safe as long as she was still around—pining for Trace in the background.  
 
    That is, if I ever made it back home.   
 
    He leaned in closer, erasing some of the space between us. “This,” he said, motioning to our surroundings, “was bound to happen one way or the other. A pirate will always hunt his treasure, and you, temptress, are the fairest treasure of them all. It was just a matter of time.”  
 
    I suppose he had a point. Engel’s been gunning for me since the day he discovered my existence. As long as he was still walking this earth, he would always be a threat to me. If it didn’t happen the night of the party, it would’ve happened the next week, or the week after that. My face-off with him was pretty much inevitable. 
 
    Then again, it would have been nice to do it on my own terms, and not his. 
 
    “In any event, there’s nothing you can do about it now so you might as well quit crying over spilled milk.”  
 
    “Easy for you to say. You don’t drink milk.”  
 
    “Indeed, another perk of being a Revenant.” He leaned back in his chair, his eyebrows rising and falling with arrogance.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re totally living the dream…you know, if it wasn’t for that whole demon thing.” 
 
    “Surrendering your humanity is much more of a blessing than a curse, love. No attachments. No pain. No worry.” 
 
    “No soul,” I muttered under my breath.  
 
    “See, that would have hurt a lot more had I been in possession of my humanity.” 
 
    I met his gaze again and found him staring at me in a strange way. I could have sworn there was something lingering in those dark eyes of his; a quiet churning of emotions beneath the surface. They certainly didn’t look like the eyes of someone who’d shut off their humanity and stopped caring about everyone and everything in the world. After everything he’d done for me, sometimes at his own peril, I had a hard time believing that.  
 
    “No humanity, huh?” 
 
    His cheek hitched up. “Not a lick.”  
 
    Shaking my head, I searched his face for the truth. “You’re a real enigma, you know that?” 
 
    “Amongst other more splendid things.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “In case I forget to tell you later, thank you.” 
 
    “For what, love?” 
 
    “For this. For everything, really.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned.” His lips pulled up into a lopsided grin. “Never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    “Don’t get used to it.” I adjusted my top and sank back in my chair. “And we’re still not friends.” 
 
    He laughed, the sound of it completely thrilling and exhilarating to me.  
 
    I looked back up at him, more serious this time. “All kidding aside, I don’t think I could’ve survived this place if it wasn’t for you.” I shook my head and corrected myself. “I know I wouldn’t have survived this place without you.” 
 
    “You would’ve found a way, angel. You always do. Besides, don’t thank me yet.” He leaned forward and propped his elbows on the table. “There’s still the business of breaking you out of here to contend with.” 
 
    “And taking out Engel,” I added pointedly, matching his advance. The abrupt movement made my welts want to scream out with pain, but I stuffed it back down, not wanting Dominic to see the agony on my face.  
 
    “Running isn’t enough this time,” I said, inhaling sharply. “We need to put an end to this once and for all.” 
 
    “Of course.” He nodded, knowing exactly what I meant. “All in due time, love.” 
 
    “Due time? I don’t have due time, Dominic. I have no time. I’m ready now.” I knew we couldn’t rush this thing and it had to be done right, but I wanted out of this place. I wanted Engel dead, and for good this time.   
 
    “You’re in no condition to go up against anyone right now, angel. You need to heal first. Take this as an opportunity to recover while we test out the strings of your newfound freedom. If everything goes well, we can plan our next move.” 
 
    Before I could get another protest out, Dominic held up his hand and then slumped back in his chair just as the swinging doors opened.  
 
    A lean brunette with short, curly hair walked into the room carrying a serving platter in her hands. Her emerald green eyes were fixed on the floor as she walked around the table to where we were seated. Without uttering a word to either of us, she placed a glass of thick, red liquid in front of Dominic and then set down a covered dish in front of me.  
 
    I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. I knew she was a prisoner here, just like me. And just like me, I knew she was being held against her will.  
 
    “Thank you, Lucy.” 
 
    She bowed her head to Dominic and then exited the room the same way she came in.  
 
    My heart and body sank. “How long has she been here?” I asked, wondering if she had family back home missing her. 
 
    “I couldn’t say,” he said indifferently as though it didn’t matter to him in the slightest. 
 
    “How can you just sit there like that?” 
 
    He arched his eyebrow at me. “Like what?” 
 
    “Like it doesn’t matter! Like she doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “She doesn’t. Not to me,” he said crudely. “My only concern right now is you, and frankly, that should be your only concern too. You’re not exactly in the position to help anyone. You can barely help yourself.” 
 
    Ouch.   
 
    His expression softened at my reaction. “That may have come out—” 
 
    “Don’t,” I said, stopping him from going any further. I spent most of my days being unconscious on the floor of a dungeon. Like seriously, what the hell was I going to do for her? “You’re right.” 
 
    He looked like he wanted to say something else on the matter, but then decided against it. “Come now, angel. It’s time to eat,” he said as he lifted the lid from my plate and revealed a perfectly grilled fillet of sole and a side serving of perfectly steamed vegetables. “You need to rebuild your strength while you can.” 
 
    Everything but the dish in front of me disappeared from my consciousness. My mouth watered as I inhaled the smell. I didn’t even like fish, but I was so hungry I probably would’ve eaten an entire whale had I been given the chance.  
 
    I snatched up my fork and glanced over at Dominic just as he picked up his own dinner and took a sip. 
 
    My fork froze mid-air. “Is that human blood?” I asked, glaring at him. 
 
    “Well it certainly isn’t roadkill.” 
 
    I dropped my fork on the table.  
 
    “What?” he asked innocently.  
 
    “Seriously? I’m not going to just sit here and eat while you drink that!” 
 
    His brows pulled together in confusion. Or amusement. It was always hard to tell with Dominic. “I drink from you at least twice a day, love. What exactly is the difference?” 
 
    “The difference is consent, Dominic. I’m a willing participant. Whoever’s blood is in that glass is not.” I crossed my arms and sat back in my chair.  
 
    “Surely you aren’t serious right now.” 
 
    I stared at him, lips pursed. 
 
    “But I’m hungry,” he said in a tone that sounded a lot like a whine.   
 
    “Too. Freaking. Bad.” There was no way I was letting this one go. I might not have been able to help any of these donor girls at the moment, but I certainly wasn’t going to be complicit in their abuse.  
 
    After a brief standstill that he knew he wouldn’t win, he finally lowered his glass to the table and growled through his teeth at me. “Are you happy now?” 
 
    “No. But it’s a start.” Without casting another glance his way, I picked up my fork again and dug in. The minute the food touched my tongue, my eyes doubled in size as the savory fish melted in my mouth.  
 
    “Good?” he asked, laughter twitching the corner of his lips. 
 
    “Um, try insanely good,” I said as I took another bite and then pretty much didn’t stop taking bites until the entire plate was wiped clean.  
 
    “Heavens, angel. I’ve never seen anyone eat that fast in my life.” 
 
    My cheeks prickled with heat, but that didn’t stop me from contemplating licking the crumbs off the china. “I’m still hungry,” I admitted. 
 
    “Fret not, love. A second course is on the way,” he said with a wink. “I suppose you should get it in while you can.”  
 
    “Don’t worry. I plan on it.” I put my fork down and crossed my hands in my lap in an effort to restrain myself from doing anything else that would further embarrass the crap out of me.  
 
    The swinging doors flapped open again, the sound of it sent a flutter of excitement through my stomach. That is, until I looked up and saw Engel instead of Lucy with my second course. Talk about a lunchbox let down.   
 
    “Good evening, Princess. Dominic,” nodded Engel as he walked into the room with a handful of his dead cronies.  
 
    “Engel.” Dominic nodded back to him as I scowled in silence beside him.  
 
    “I trust you’re enjoying your dinner,” said Engel as he moved towards the opposite end of the table as though he were getting ready to host our little party. The one no one invited him to. He pulled out a chair and sat down.  
 
    “Actually, I just lost my appetite.” 
 
    He clicked his tongue at me. “Careful now, Princess. You may just find yourself back in your cell and tongueless if you don’t learn how to control that mouth of yours.” 
 
    My retort quickly died in my mouth as I remembered how easily he split Damon in two. 
 
    “Contrary to what you believe, I am not the bad guy you’ve made me out to be in your mind.” 
 
    “Are you deranged?” My mouth quickly popped off before I could think twice of it. “You’re holding me prisoner. You’re draining my blood every day—all day, just so you can force me to hand over the one thing that’s keeping me alive right now! How is that NOT the bad guy.” 
 
    “Well, it could be a lot worse,” he answered calmly, bringing his hands onto the table. 
 
    “Really? How so?” I asked and then glanced at Dominic who was quietly watching our exchange. 
 
    “You could be with the Dark Legion instead,” he said, binging his fingers into a bumpy steeple. “You could be responsible for raising the biggest evil this world has ever seen.” He blinked slowly as a small smile formed on his dark lips. “You could be home…being hunted by your friends and dearly beloveds, never knowing which day will be your last day.” 
 
    “Nikki. Is. Not. My. Friend.” I was clenching my jaw so hard, I nearly cracked a tooth. 
 
    “Yes, that much was evident,” he said, chuckling as he glanced back at the bald bag of muscles standing behind him. “I was referring to the members of your Order. Your dear uncle. The ones who were supposed to protect you.” 
 
    “I never involved him in any of this,” I pointed out, desperate to keep some of my dignity and a sense of control.  
 
    The truth was, after I discovered my true bloodlines, I wasn’t sure who I could trust. And that included everyone in The Order. Dominic had made it clear that if they found out what I really was, they wouldn’t hesitate to eliminate me, and even though I didn’t want to believe him, I couldn’t completely rid my mind of the possibility either. 
 
    “And what makes you think he would’ve done anything to help you if you had? Do you think they are that much different than I am?” He laughed gruffly as though the joke were completely on me. “Make no mistake, child. There is no such thing as the good guys anymore. Not in this world.” 
 
    “That might be true, but I’d chance my luck with him over you any day.”  
 
    “You already have, child. And if I recall, it didn’t go very well for you.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I grumbled defensively.  
 
    “Don’t I? Then riddle me this, child. Who exactly do you believe attacked you in the woods that night? It certainly wasn’t one of us, was it?” He spread his arms wide and looked around at his men before settling his eyes back on me. “Then again, I’m sure you’ve already realized that all on your own, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Not really,” I lied. Frankly, I refused to give him the satisfaction. I wasn’t about to let him walk away from here with the delusion that he was anything more than a calculating monster. “It could have been anyone.”  
 
    “Not anyone,” he corrected. “Only those who weren’t aware of your possession of the Immortal Amulet.” A skeleton of a smile creeped across his pale face. The sick bastard was basking in this. 
 
    “What the hell is your point, Engel? That I can’t trust anyone? News flash. I already know that.” 
 
    “Just making an observation, child. It seems to me that you have a lot more to lose going home than you do staying here. Perhaps if you learn to embrace our way of life, you may find a home for yourself amongst us. It would please me to no end to have a being such as yourself by my side.” 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” I looked at Dominic again but he just sat there expressionless. “You want me to what, join your little hive? Be the permanent blood donor that keeps you all protected? No thanks, pal!” 
 
    “That’s one option, though not a very appealing one, I’m sure.” He titled his head to the side, his eyes burning holes into me as though he were trying to infiltrate my mind. “Or,” he said, holding his finger up, “You could Turn…walk amongst us as our equal.” 
 
    “Turn?” A burst of nervous laughter pealed out of me. “That is never going to happen. I’d rather die!” 
 
    “Well, yes. That’s precisely the predicament you’ve found yourself in, isn’t it?” He leaned forward onto the table, his hard eyes weighing heavy on me. “Use your head, child. You have the ability to make all of your problems go away in one glorious night. To be stronger than you’ve ever imagined. To become the hunter and not the hunted. To live…forever.” 
 
    I shook my head so hard I nearly gave myself a migraine. I didn’t want to hear this. He was trying to put wicked things into my head. To turn me against the only world I’d ever known, and I didn’t want any part of it.  
 
    “I’m not Turning, Engel. Not now or ever. You can keep me prisoner for as long as you want. The Order and The Dark Legion can hunt me until the end of my days. I will never be like you. I will never give up my humanity.”  
 
    “Tsk, tsk. What a pity to see such potential wasted on the young.” Something darkened his eyes as he continued to watch me. “Perhaps if your mother were around to better guide you, you’d be able to see this as the gift that it is.” He pushed back the chair and slowly stood. “She certainly did.” 
 
    The blood drained from my face. “What are you talking about?” I asked, my hands gripping both sides of the table to keep myself from toppling over. 
 
    Calm down, angel. You’re spiraling, said Dominic to my mind. 
 
    “What did you just say about my mother?” I repeated, louder this time, my nails digging into the wood.  
 
    “I think you heard me just fine. Whether you choose to listen is entirely up to you.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? What do you know about her? Answer me!” I shouted, slamming my hands on the table as I rose from my chair.  
 
    Dominic quickly sprang up beside me, snagging my elbow as he tried to pull me back down to my chair.  
 
    “Get off me! He knows something about her!” I roared into Dominic’s face as I pulled my arm loose from his grip and snatched up a dish from the table. He pulled my arm back just as the china left my fingers, throwing off my aim by at least two feet. The plate smashed into pieces on the floor beside Engel’s feet. 
 
    “Enjoy the rest of your evening,” said Engel as he straightened out his shirt like he hadn’t just dropped a bomb over my life. “Take her back to her cage until she learns how to behave herself.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 8. PRETTY LITTLE LIAR 
 
      
 
      
 
    My adrenaline was still surging when Dominic and Maz returned me to the dungeons. They left immediately afterwards on Engel’s orders, neither one saying a word to me. And I couldn’t care less. I was glad to see them go—both of them. I needed some time on my own to make sense out of everything that had been said tonight, to let it sink in, and I couldn’t do that with Dominic hanging around in the shadows of my consciousness, distracting me. 
 
    Always distracting me. 
 
    And Engel? Always tormenting me.  
 
    That twisted son of a bitch was taunting me with something. Something about my mother. And of course, just like with everyone else in my life, the secrets he was keeping from me were a game to be played.  
 
    Only I didn’t have a playing piece. 
 
    I was powerless, completely alone, and standing on the outside of my own freaking life again. 
 
    “You stupid coward! DAMN YOU ALL!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as I fell to my knees on the dirty concrete floor. Tears stung the corner of my eyes, but they weren’t tears of sadness or self-pity. They were tears of anger—of unbridled rage that prickled through my veins like a roaring tsunami.  
 
    My palms burned like fire and my heart was racing at dangerous speeds. My anger was raw and it was coiling and clawing inside of me like a vicious bird, screaming at me to release it. I needed an outlet, someone to unleash my fury on or I was going to self-implode into a million unfixable pieces right here in the gallows of a dead man’s dungeon.  
 
    Faces of my enemies twisted through my mind, taunting me with their crimes and their lies, laughing at me as I struggled to make sense out of their senseless riddles. My hand balled into a fist—shaking, pulsating—cracking like I had on the inside. There was no more space inside to keep in it. No more place for me to hide it.  
 
    I crashed my fist against the solid concrete slab beneath me. My knuckles immediately split open as crimson liquid peppered the floor around me, littering the ground with my pain, but it felt damn good. I stared down at my blood—my devil blood—and then punched the ground again, and then again. I wailed on it like a madwoman let out of her straitjacket, stopping only when my tears finally ran dry and my hand stopped feeling pain altogether. 
 
    Only when my fuel dissipated into fumes was I able to pull myself away from the bloodbath.  
 
    Dazed and eerily calm, I crawled back into my corner and sat there, stunned and unmoving until Dominic came back down to see me later that night.  
 
    But I didn’t want to be seen. Not by him. Not by anyone. I wanted to disappear into myself, to let go of what I was holding on to and fall through the endless darkness until I couldn’t remember I was falling anymore. 
 
    “Are you awake?” he asked, unable to see my shadowed face from the corner I was perched in.   
 
    “I’m awake,” I answered listlessly.  
 
    “Good. We need to talk.” 
 
    “Talk.” 
 
    He clicked his tongue. “Angel.” 
 
    “Dominic,” I mimicked. 
 
    “Will you come out of that corner please?”  
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    I heard him shift on his feet. “Is that your blood on the floor?” he asked, having just noticed it. 
 
    “You’re the expert. You tell me.” 
 
    His mouth slipped into a tight line. “I’m losing my patience.” 
 
    Better than losing your sanity, I thought, though I kept that one to myself. 
 
    “Come here. Now.” His voice reverberated in my mind, bouncing off the walls like a memory I couldn’t hide from.  
 
    I stood up and walked right over to him—I had no choice in the matter.  
 
    “Stop compelling me,” I said, glaring at him as I stood in front of the door. 
 
    His eyes flicked down to my hand. “What happened?” he asked, ticking his chin to my mangled knuckles.  
 
    “The concrete was giving me the side eye,” I fake-smiled. “Figured I should teach it a lesson.” 
 
    He stared back at me unimpressed. Annoyed even. 
 
    “Don’t you dare look at me like that,” I warned, pointing my finger at him and then slamming my hand against the bars.  The noise ricocheted off the dungeon walls like an echo. “You try living on this side of the door!” 
 
    He looked bored. “Are you done or would you like to waste more energy beating up inanimate objects?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I decide,” I said and started to turn back towards my dark corner. 
 
    “Jemma.”  
 
    I stopped in my tracks. I hadn’t heard him call me by my name since the first day we met. It sounded strange coming from his lips now, like a secret he wasn’t supposed to know. I turned back and faced him. 
 
    “Are you done?” he repeated, his tone softer this time. 
 
    “Did you not hear what he said, Dominic?” I defended myself against his unspoken judgements. “He knows something about my mother! My mother, Dominic! What am I supposed to do with that?” 
 
    “Bury it.” 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “You heard me. Do you want to get out of this place alive or do you want to stick around here and chase after ghosts that have been dead for years?”  
 
    “I want to get out of here, but he knows—” 
 
    “Whatever he may or may not know about your long-lost mother is neither here nor there. He’s trying to get inside your head, angel. Do not let him.” He leveled me with the intensity in his smoldering eyes. “He wants you to believe it’s hopeless, that you can’t beat him, all in the hopes that you will join him instead.” 
 
    I started to shake my head and then froze in my tracks. “Oh, my God. You’re right. You’re totally right.” I pushed my hands through my hair as I tried to put it all together in my mind. “He probably never even met my mother. He’s just trying to screw with me to get me to do what he wants. To turn me against everyone on the outside so that I stay on the inside with him.” Wasn’t that exactly what he had said earlier? That he wanted me to join him—to Turn. 
 
    Dominic didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Wow.” I shook my head at how ridiculously gullible I could be. If I was going to survive this godforsaken world, I really needed to start shielding my weak-ass mind from people like Engel. “I can’t believe I almost fell for it.” 
 
    “Don’t dwell on it, love. Use it against him.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let him think he planted the seed,” he said ominously and then leaned in closer to the bars. “If you ever want to get out of this place, you’re going to have to start playing nice with him. He needs to think the bond is starting to work. We need him to trust in that so that he loosens your strings again.” 
 
    “But how am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    “Retract your claws, love. Make him believe your defenses are coming down. That you’ve considered his warning and appreciate all that he is doing—that you don’t trust the outside world anymore. Whatever it takes. The more he believes the bond is forming, the more he’ll let his guard down.” 
 
    I bit my lip as I mulled it over. I could do that. I could totally do that. The faster I learned to play nice with him, the faster I could get out of this hell-hole, and that was the only thing I wanted. 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
      
 
    The next few days went exactly as planned. I used every feeding with Engel as an opportunity to win him over. Each time he fed on me, I resisted a little less. Each time he spoke to me, no matter how much I wanted to claw his eyes out or roll my eyes into the back of my head, I bit down my tongue and smiled at him. And it was starting to work.  
 
    He definitely noticed the change in my demeanor, and with Dominic whispering lies about the fake bloodbond in his ears, he even allowed me to eat and bathe on two separate occasions. It didn’t sound like much, but it was infinitely better than what I had before; which was a big fat nothing at all.  
 
    Of course, Dominic continued to sneak food down to me during his nightly feedings. He needed to keep my strength up while systematically draining my blood. Ours was a game of life and death and each time he moved on me, he risked tipping the scale in the wrong direction. That wasn’t to say that he wasn’t doing his best to take as little of my blood as possible, all while ensuring that our bloodbond was alive and well. And it was. 
 
    With every feeding that passed, my fondness for Dominic grew stronger. I found myself on pins and needles waiting to see him, to spend time with him alone in the dungeons. And it wasn’t just because I knew he would feed on me, that he would inject me with the kind of euphoria you only read about in books. It was more. I…I liked being around him. He didn’t judge me or expect anything from me. He didn’t care what I’d done in the past or how I’d gotten here. My bloodlines were of little importance to him. He could handle my jabs and he put up with my meltdowns. Somewhere along the way, he’d become a friend to me. Maybe even something more.  
 
    Later that week, Dominic and Maz took me to the atrium where Engel was expecting me for his nightly feeding. There was something off this time though. A static in the air that warned of a coming storm. My skin prickled with goosebumps as I approached Engel, almost as if my body instinctively knew that something bad was coming my way.  
 
    “Good evening, Princess.” 
 
    “Good evening, Engel.” I walked up to him without prompt and kneeled before his chair.  
 
    Reaching around my head, I scooped up my hair and brought it over my right shoulder, giving Engel a clear path to my neck like a good little prisoner girl.  
 
    Engel looked up at Dominic and Maz behind me and then his right hand man, Baldy. He was so freaking proud of himself, it was sickening. Little did he know, the joke was on him.  
 
    “It’s nice to see you’ve come such a long way, child.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Have you given any more thought to my offer the other night?” he asked suddenly.   
 
    I froze. I wasn’t expecting him to make small talk with me, let alone put me on the spot with questions. 
 
    Answer him, angel.  
 
    “I, um, I have not,” I said, shaking my head. I needed to use this to my advantage. “I haven’t been able to keep my eyes open very much lately. I just feel so tired and weak all the time.”  
 
    He nodded, considering it. “I imagine it’s been quite difficult to sustain my appetite. Even for a Slayer.” 
 
    Lowering my lashes, I nodded modestly.  
 
    He went quiet for a moment. “I’ll tell you what,” he began, running a pale hand through his dark hair. “How about I let you have the night off. Perhaps a good night’s sleep in a proper bed is just what you need to see things clearer.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows in mock surprise. “Really? You would do that for me?” 
 
    He smiled at me again, this time looking wholly pleased with himself. “Dominic. Maz. Have our Nora set up the main guestroom for our Princess here.” 
 
    “On it, boss,” said Maz and then zipped out of the atrium. He was practically dying to take orders from him.  
 
    I’m impressed, angel. You got him wrapped around your little finger. 
 
    A tiny smile on my lips was the only response I gave him. 
 
    “Oh, and Dominic,” called Engel as Dominic began to lead me out of the room.  
 
    “Yes, boss?”  
 
    “Cancel your plans for the night. You’re on watch.” 
 
    He smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”  
 
      
 
    The hallway leading to the guest bedroom was lit by candlelight, making the narrow space appear even darker—more eerie—than the rest of Engel’s estate. There weren’t any paintings or portraits on the walls or any other décor that might lend some life to the house. Just the burgundy and gold wallpaper that went on forever and a matching carpet runner that covered the entire length of the corridor.  
 
    “It’s this one,” said Maz, jumping in front of me and Dominic to open the door to the guestroom.  
 
    “Thank you, Maz,” said Dominic as he put his hand on Maz’s shoulder and halted him. “I can take it from here.” 
 
    “You sure, Dom?” he said and then ticked his chin at me like an accusation. “She can get a little feisty, you know? You might need some back—” 
 
    “It’s Dominic. And I assure you, I can handle her just fine.” There was a cocky way about how he said the last part that made me want to put his theory to the test.  
 
    “Alright. Cool.” Maz nodded, giving it no second thought. “Holler if you need me.” 
 
    “Will do.” Dominic swung the door shut in Maz’s face and then swiveled around to face me. Holding his finger to his lips, he listened for a moment to make sure Maz was gone. Dropping his hand to his side, his lips tipped up at the corners. “That was quite an impressive move you pulled.” 
 
    “You liked that, huh?”  
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “You would.” 
 
    His smile widened into a grin as he took a quick look around the room. “I’ll just make sure you have everything you need and then I’ll give you your space.”  
 
    “You’re leaving me alone?” I balked.   
 
    He cocked his head to the side. “Is that disappointment I’m detecting?”  
 
    “In your dreams, Dominic.” It was more like sheer panic, but I didn’t bother sharing that tidbit with him. “I just thought we should go over our plan again, now that we’re alone.” I tried not to make my voice sound so desperate. 
 
    His eyes skimmed over me briefly. “As much as I would enjoy spending the night plotting with you, or otherwise, that would only raise suspicion where suspicion is not needed.” He gave me a pointed look. “I’ll be right outside should you need me.” 
 
    “I’m sure I won’t,” I mumbled under my breath as I turned in a circle and inspected the room.  
 
    More ugly wallpaper and gold plated everything. You’d think Engel would have acquired some taste over the last couple of centuries, but no.  
 
    I made a gagging noise. “Major yuck.” 
 
    “Is the room not to your liking, Princess?” asked Dominic, still hovering around the door with his arms crossed behind his back. He had his signature lopsided grin plastered across his face. 
 
    “It looks like the 1840’s threw up in here.” I said and then shuddered.  
 
    Then again, anything was better than that cage. 
 
    “Indeed, it does.” He chuckled as he rested his hand on the doorknob. “Try to get some rest, angel. You have a big day ahead of you tomorrow.” 
 
    That was the understatement of the year. Tomorrow was D day. The day we attempted to break out of this hellhole and take out Engel for good. I doubted I would get any sleep at all. 
 
    “Wait!” I whispered-yelled as he started to leave the room.  
 
    He poked his head around the door and waited for me to say something. When I didn’t, he stepped back in the room and shut the door behind himself again. “Yes, angel?” 
 
    “I just…” I rubbed my palms against the dirty jeans that had become my latest uniform, and then turned around to think of some kind of excuse to make him stay longer. I glanced at the Victorian dresser in the corner of the room and then shuffled over to it. “You think there’s any clean clothes in this thing?” 
 
    “There should be.” 
 
    I pulled open the first drawer and found a satin nightgown from the same era as the decor. “Double yuck.” 
 
    “I can have Nora bring you something else,” he said, suddenly very close to my ear. 
 
    My breath caught as I spun around and found myself standing less than a whisper away from him. I didn’t hear him move in behind me and the sudden proximity was sending my heart rate into a tailspin. Not to mention he looked particularly luminescent in this weird castle light. What with his dark head-to-toe clothing and his smooth skin that always seemed to perfectly offset his luscious, blond hair. 
 
    Had he always looked this good? I wondered, staring at his pouty lips.  
 
    “Would that please you?” he asked, his gaze dropping down to my own mouth. 
 
    Please me? Did he just say he wanted to please me? My cheeks burned hot. 
 
    He blinked languidly, waiting for me to string a cohesive set of words together. “Are you alright?”  
 
    I wanted to answer him, but I couldn’t get my bottom lip to do anything more than flap up and down like a half-wit. Whatever the hell was going on with me right now was making me look like a complete moron. 
 
    “Angel?” 
 
    “I…”  
 
    “Yes?” He waited, arching an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I inwardly kicked myself and finally blurted out, “I’m fine—I’m totally fine. I’m just tired. Very tired. I think you were right. I should go to bed.” I pressed my rambling lips together and then tried to swirl around him, but he quickly snatched my elbow and pulled me to his side.  
 
    My heart galloped up into my throat. 
 
    “What about the clothes?”  
 
    I shook my head as I tried to force my heart back down into my chest. “I’m actually okay like this,” I lied. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me, scrutinizing me. “Why is your heart beating so fast?” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Well, because. I…and…you…and—why the hell do you think?” I snapped defensively and then tried to reign myself back in. “You just scared the crap out of me with your freakishly quiet walking! What do you expect?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. He just continued to examine my face. It was as though he were listening in for clues, for answers. Like he could see into my soul. Needless to say, it made me even more uneasy around him than I already was.  
 
    “Can I go to bed now?” I asked, glancing down at his hand still wrapped around my arm. 
 
    “Certainly.” He still hadn’t released my arm. Instead his other hand came up to my face and gently brushed across my cheek, sending a tirade of shivers throughout my body.  
 
    He smiled again, but it wasn’t just any kind of smile. It was that, I-know-I’m-having-an-effect-on-you smile.  
 
    And I hated that smile.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 9. KISS OF THE VAMPIRE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke in a cold sweat just before dawn to a night terror filled with bloodied skies and the muddled faces of my enemies. My stomach clenched into a knot as I looked around the room, searching for something to anchor myself down with—something to calm my racing heart, but nothing about the room was familiar, and it only intensified my panic. My mouth opened to call out for Dominic, but I quickly sealed my lips back together as I remembered where I was and everything that was at stake here. 
 
    Still, I needed to find him. I needed him to ease my anxiety. 
 
    Before I could climb out of bed and go off in search of him, my door suddenly opened and Dominic stepped through the threshold. It was almost as though he knew I needed him, like he could feel my distress without even being near me. He shut the door behind himself and then stood there quietly, staring across the room at me. Waiting. Knowing… 
 
    I sat up in my bed and looked back at him. “I had a horrible dream.” 
 
    “You’re just nervous about tomorrow, angel,” he said, without moving. “It’s understandable.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure that would make anyone sleep bad, but it wasn’t even that plaguing my mind. It was something more. 
 
    “I’ve had this dream before. The blood-red sky, the dark woods.” I shook my head, deciding to leave out that part about him being in the nightmare more often than not.  
 
    “Blood skies?” He slid his hands into the pockets of his black pants. 
 
    I nodded. “I can’t help but feel like something bad is coming. Something really bad.” 
 
    “How long have you been having this dream?” 
 
    “A few weeks. Maybe months?” I wasn’t sure of time anymore. “What does it mean?” I asked him.  
 
    Somehow, I’d come to depend on him for answers, like he knew the secrets of the world and could make me privy to them if I just stayed close enough to him.  
 
    “It’s just a dream, angel.” He hesitated, and then pulled his hands from his pocket as he moved towards the bed. He sat down on the edge, sitting dangerously close to me, the moonlight dusting his face with the most divine highlights I’d ever seen. “You need to rest,” he said, brushing a lock of hair from my eyes. 
 
    I shivered from the brief contact and immediately found myself wanting more of it.  
 
    Something had changed between us recently. I wasn’t sure what that something was, but it felt like everything. The only thing I knew for sure was that I felt better when he was near me, when he was speaking to me—touching me—but I didn’t know what any of that meant.  
 
    I shook my head: at him, for him, because of him. I wasn’t sure anymore. “I can’t sleep. I’m too nervous.”  
 
    “I know, angel. I can feel it.” He titled his head to the side and examined me, read me like an open book. “Would you prefer that I stay with you until you fall asleep?” 
 
    That was exactly what I wanted, but I couldn’t answer him. Something else he said had snagged all my attention. “Did you say you can feel it?” 
 
    He paused, not realizing he let that slip and then tipped his head up once.  
 
    “You can feel what I’m feeling?” I verified. 
 
    “I can feel your emotions—your uneasiness in particular.” He looked down at me with compunction in his eyes. “The bloodbond goes both ways, angel.” 
 
    My eyes rounded out in surprise. That was brand new info to me. 
 
    “There’s a connection now,” he explained, almost as if to justify himself. “A tether between us that lets me know when you’re upset or scared or angry. All I have to do is let myself feel it.”  
 
    “Let yourself?” 
 
    “Allow the connection,” he clarified.  
 
    “And you have? You’ve let yourself feel it?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” He blinked tiredly. “In spite of myself, of course.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” There was something he wasn’t saying. Something he didn’t want to admit. 
 
    “Never you mind that, angel. Just try to get some rest,” he said, leaning in beside me to prop my pillow up. 
 
    I turned towards him, inhaling his scent. He smelled like chocolate and dark liquor, and something else. Something seducing and threatening all at once. “I don’t want to sleep.” 
 
    He turned at my words, bringing his lips within inches of mine. Heat danced across my skin in waves and I suddenly had the urge to kiss him. To taste his lips and see if they were as savory as they looked. Unsure of my intentions and completely detached from what I was doing or thinking, I leaned in closer to him, bringing my mouth as close to his as I could get, but he promptly pulled away from me before I could make contact. 
 
    It took me a minute to realize what just happened. 
 
    I dropped my eyes, embarrassment and confusion warring inside my mind. Confusion because I had no idea what was going on between us anymore—what was going on with me. It was as though I was in some parallel universe where I wanted Dominic but he didn’t want me. I couldn’t seem to control myself anymore; to control my urge to touch him; to kiss him. Somewhere in the deepest trenches of my heart, it felt wrong, but that voice was so small and distant now that I barely heard it at all. 
 
    “Why won’t you kiss me?” I asked him, despite my mind screaming at me to shut up. 
 
    He blinked slowly, buying himself some time to answer. “I’m trying very hard to do the right thing here, angel, but you’re making it very hard for me.” 
 
    “Since when do you care about doing the right thing? And what is the right thing? If I want to kiss you and you want to kiss me, why is that wrong?” I couldn’t believe the words as they were coming out of me. It was as though I wasn’t even in control of my own mouth anymore. “Unless you really don’t want to kiss me.” 
 
    “Don’t do that, angel.” 
 
    “Don’t do what?” 
 
    “Don’t play that game with me. It won’t end well for you, I promise you that.” 
 
    A slither of fear crawled up my back. It was a warning if I ever did hear one, and yet my damn mouth persisted anyway. “I’m not playing any games with you, Dominic.” I scooched in closer to him; as close as he would allow me to get. 
 
    His back stiffened as our breath mingled together like a forbidden cocktail.    
 
    “I want you to kiss me.” I reached up and took his face in my hand, angling it so that he had nowhere else to look but at me. His skin, while cool against my fingers, was as soft as a feather and completely entrancing. My body swayed to him like a pendulum, and I followed it freely, bringing my lips to his like an offering. 
 
    His hand came up to my neck, stopping me just before I could land the kiss. “You don’t know what you want,” he said, his fingers still wrapped loosely around my neck. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” I insisted.  
 
    He looked down at me, his smoldering eyes looking as though they were at war within themselves, like he was desperately trying to restrain himself. To do the ‘right thing’. 
 
    I never thought I’d see the day, but it only made me want to kiss him more.  
 
    “Go to bed, angel. For your sake and mine.” 
 
    “Kiss me goodnight and I’ll go to bed.” Did I just say that? 
 
    He licked his lips at my words, his eyes moving down to my mouth as though he were thinking it over. My heart picked up its thrum as his hand moved from my neck to my face, cupping my cheek with his palm as he stroked my waiting lips with the pad of his thumb.  
 
    I shivered again. This time, the really, really good ones.   
 
    “Go to bed,” he said in that strange voice I’d come to love and despise all at once. 
 
    His words crawled through my mind, overtaking my own free will.  
 
    I lay down on my pillow and glared up at him. “You promised you wouldn’t compel me.” 
 
    “It’s for your own good, angel.” 
 
    “I think I should be the judge of what’s good for me and what isn’t.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you aren’t equipped to handle that task right now.” 
 
    I shot him a doubtful look. “And you are?” 
 
    “Barely,” he said under his breath as he looked back at the door. 
 
    I huffed out a sigh. “Well, do you want to feed at least?”  
 
    His eyes snapped back to mine, rounded and stunned. And he wasn’t the only one.  
 
    Apparently, my body wasn’t the only thing I’d lost control of. I’d also lost my damn mind. Although it wasn’t a secret that I’d come to enjoy his nightly visits—that I longed for his special brand of medicine that chased away all the un-pleasantries in my life, I certainly never thought I’d actually ask for it.  
 
    Out loud. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Since when?” I whined, knitting my brows at him. 
 
    “Since now. You’re starting to crave it. This is dangerous ground you’re treading on.” His words were a warning, but there was something else in his eyes that seemed almost…pleased by it.  
 
    “I’m not craving it,” I lied. “It just helps me sleep.” 
 
    He licked his lips again as he looked down at me, thinking it over—debating it in his mind. 
 
    “Please.” I picked up my hair and moved it over my shoulders, exposing his favorite spot on my body. “Just one more time…to help me sleep,” I said, running my fingers along my neck. It was merciless and I knew it, but I didn’t care. “You might not get another chance after tomorrow.” 
 
    His jaw muscles tightened as he stared down at my neck longingly, and I swore, I felt the exact moment he made the decision—the moment he gave in to me. I could feel it deep down in the marrow of my bones.  
 
    Darkness filtered in over his eyes and in the next breath, he was hovering above my body. My head was swimming and my heart was pounding recklessly in my chest, but I’d never felt more alive in my entire life. Anticipation electrified my skin as he moved my hand out of his way and then lowered his mouth to my neck.  
 
    “Forgive me,” he whispered—to himself, or me, or some unknown master in the sky.  
 
    His teeth clicked out and plunged through the soft skin just below my ear. There was no pain, no fear, no anything; only rapture and an instant sense of wellbeing. Of bliss. He groaned against my neck and bit down harder, taking more.  
 
    It occurred to me just then that he may not be able to control himself, that without the prison door separating us and gravity pulling me away from him, he might not be able to stop himself from bleeding me dry.  
 
    It was a brief, fleeting thought, of course, and it disappeared just as soon as the darkness began painting everything in shades of black. I was slipping away from this world again and I couldn’t wait to be gone. My eyes rolled back into my head as my heart slowed down its steady thrum. It was that familiar moment right before the world evaporated from my consciousness, and I waited for it each time with bated breath.  
 
    Dominic stopped abruptly, drawing his face away from me, though his body still lingered above mine. He wiped the corner of his mouth and stared down at me, his dark eyes swirling with smoke and fire.  
 
    I wondered how he’d been able to control himself? To stop himself from going too far. I tried to speak up and ask him the questions that were burning through my mind, but my words came out as a whimper.   
 
    “Sleep now, angel,” he said, stroking my cheek again and then disappearing from my view.  
 
    I wanted to get up and find him. To chase after him and make him stay with me. But my lids were too weighty and my exhaustion too heavy to fight away. I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 10. SECRETS & LIES 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy came to wake me the next morning, carrying a serving tray of all my breakfast favorites, courtesy of Engel. As usual, she didn’t speak to me or make any direct eye contact. I wanted to ask her where she’d come from and how long she’d been enslaved here, but Maz wasn’t far behind and I knew that asking her questions would raise suspicion in him. I couldn’t risk all the progress I’d made with Engel this past week, convincing him that I was acclimating to my place here. Frankly, I couldn’t handle even the thought of having to exist another day in this place, pretending like Engel didn’t make me completely sick to my stomach. Tonight was the night we were finally breaking out of this place and nothing was going to get in my way. Besides, if everything went according to plan, Lucy wouldn’t be here for much longer either.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to her as she placed the tray on my bed in front of me.  
 
    She ducked her chin down and then quickly scurried out of the room.  
 
    Dominic passed her on his way in, muttering something that was too low for me to hear. 
 
    “Morning, Princess.” He smiled at me jovially as he walked in, carrying a long emerald dress dangling from a wooden hanger. He stopped in front of the armoire and slung it over the mirror-clad door.  
 
    My heart picked up speed at the mere sight of him. “What’s that for?” I asked, ticking my chin at the dress. 
 
    “Wait outside,” said Dominic to Maz.  
 
    Maz nodded and left the room, closing the door behind himself.  
 
    “It’s your dress for this evening’s party.” He tweaked his eyebrows as though this were good news. “Engel is gathering some of his comrades tonight and has requested your attendance.”  
 
    My face scrunched up into a mess. “What the hell, Dominic?”  
 
    “Fret not, angel. Something tells me you won’t be able to make it tonight. And neither will he.” He winked as he walked over to my bedside. “How are we feeling this morning?” he asked, reaching out to move my hair from my neck. I’d made sure to cover myself when Lucy and Maz came in, just in case. The last thing I needed was someone spotting the fresh marks on my neck and tipping off Engel.   
 
    “You tell me,” I said, looking up at him under my lashes as I craned my head to the side. “I haven’t looked yet.” 
 
    “It’s nearly all healed.” He pulled back and flashed a devilish smile, clearly proud of his mark on me.  
 
    “So what’s this party about?” I asked him as I lifted the cover from my breakfast dish. Eggs and Bacon. AKA heaven on a plate. “And more importantly, is it going to mess up our plans?” I asked, picking up a piece of bacon. 
 
    “Nothing changes. We stick to our plan and if everything goes the way it’s supposed to, we’ll be out of here long before the event is set to commence.” 
 
    I liked the sound of that. I couldn’t wait to get as far away from this place as possible. Of course, that meant I’d be returning to Hollow Hills. The realization sent a wave of trepidation through me. I hadn’t given much thought to what would be waiting back home for me when I returned.  
 
    Or who I would be returning as.  
 
    There were so many unanswered questions, so much unfinished business. Unfinished love. My thoughts went to Trace just then. Beautiful Trace Macarthur. I hadn’t allowed myself to think of him very much these days. It hurt too much to remember him and I already had all the hurt I could tolerate. It was easier to push my thoughts of him away; easier to just let him go. It was what I had to do to survive this place. At least, that’s how it seemed. 
 
    “Angel?”  
 
    I met Dominic’s gaze.  
 
    “Did you hear anything I said?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    “Never you mind then.” He smiled. “Finish your breakfast and join me outside. You have a big day ahead of you.” 
 
    A big day indeed. I took a deep breath and nodded.  
 
      
 
    After breakfast, Dominic and Maz took me down to the library. Engel had given me the pass for the day and thought I might enjoy some time to myself amongst his esteemed collection of classic novels. As much as I couldn’t stand the guy, I was pretty thrilled about my latest offering, especially after finding a first edition of my favorite Jane Austin novel. Even still, it hurt my heart that such a prized possession was owned by such an awful creature of debauchery.  
 
    With the book cradled to my chest, I plopped down on a lounge chair by the window and tried to quell my nerves long enough to forget where I was. Dominic took the seat across from me as Maz shuffled aimlessly down the aisles.  
 
    “God, I love the smell of books,” I said, fanning the pages as I inhaled its unique scent. 
 
    He leaned further back in his chair with an amused grin on his face.  
 
    “What? Don’t you read books?” 
 
    “Yes, angel. I read books. I don’t smell them.”  
 
    “Then you’re doing it all wrong,” I said and opened the book to the first chapter. 
 
    I heard him chuckle, but I didn’t look back up. I was already immersing myself in the story; the same one I’d read a hundred times before, each time, finding something new and exciting that I swore hadn’t been there the previous time.  
 
    I blew through the first couple of chapters without stopping once, and then jumped into the next one just as quickly. Who knew if I’d ever get another chance to read this book again. For all I knew, things could go terribly wrong tonight and I’d never again get to do any of the things I loved so dearly. When I glanced up to ponder the disturbing thought, I noticed Dominic was still staring at me—watching me with a strange look in his eyes—a faraway gaze I’d never seen before. 
 
    “Why are you staring at me like that?” I asked, lowering the book.  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know, all dreamy and weird.” 
 
    He laughed at my words. “That’s hardly what I was doing, angel.” 
 
    “It sure looked that way from where I’m sitting.” 
 
    Always one to have the last word, he was about to say something back to me when Maz rejoined us, carrying a magazine in his hands.  
 
    “Of all the priceless books in this place, you grabbed a gossip rag?” I shook my head at him. 
 
    “It’s not a gossip rag, it’s a Men’s Health Magazine.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Sure, it is.” I made a mocking face at Dominic and we both laughed. 
 
    “I ain’t plannin’ on reading it anyway,” snapped Maz. “I’m just flipping through the pictures to kill some time.” 
 
    “Okay. Cool beans.” Honestly, I hardly cared. 
 
    His eyebrows furrowed. “What’s it to you anyway, hell-girl?” 
 
    Well, that escalated quickly. 
 
    “Watch it,” warned Dominic, his voice unusually stern.  
 
    “You should prolly be thinking about your roast tonight instead of worrying about what I’m reading,” he continued, clearly enraged by my innocent razzing. “Them three little witches are gonna fry you into next Tuesday.” 
 
    “Three little witches?” I glanced at Dominic and then back to Maz. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “That’s enough,” said Dominic, rising to his feet. “Do me a favor and get out of here, you bumbling buffoon.” 
 
    “Chill, man. It’s not like it’s a secret,” said Maz, running a pale hand through his dark hair. “What’s your problem anyway? You got a soft spot for her or something?” 
 
    Dominic’s eyes were shooting fireballs at him. “Get. Out. Now.”  
 
    “Whatever.” Maz tossed the magazine on the chair and then bustled out of the library. 
 
    My crazed eyes snapped back to Dominic who was still watching the door. Obviously avoiding me. 
 
    “What the hell is he talking about, Dominic? And don’t you dare lie to me!” 
 
    “It’s nothing for you to concern yourself with, love.” His tone was soft and unhurried as though trying to keep me calm—contained. “We’ll be long-gone before then.” 
 
    “Before then? Before when exactly?” He wasn’t getting off that easy. He knew something about the alleged festivities tonight and I wasn’t going to drop this until he gave me every last detail. “Who the hell are the three little witches?” 
 
    Dominic shot another surly look towards the door, cursing Maz under his breath. Rolling his shoulders, he met my panicked eyes. “Remember when I told you Engel was working with Dark Casters?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Yeah.”  
 
    “Well, they were invited to the party tonight…to meet you.” 
 
    “Me? Why?”  
 
    “To exchange beauty tips,” he blurted out impatiently. “What do you think they’re coming here for?” 
 
    The Uprising spell.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    My stomach dropped to the ground. “But he doesn’t even have the Amulet yet!”  
 
    “Perhaps that’s their first order of business,” he suggested, clearly not in the know. 
 
    “Dammit, Dominic!” I stood up from my chair and glared down at him. My anxiety was running marathons all through my body. “When were you going to tell me about this?” 
 
    “Well, to be perfectly honest, love, I wasn’t.” He relaxed back in his chair, calm and unaffected. “The last thing we needed was for you become unhinged and riddled with nerves before the big showdown.” 
 
    How dare he presume to know what’s best for me. “You don’t have the right! You don’t know anything about me, Dominic, least of all how I would react to something like this.”  
 
    God, where did he even get off? 
 
    “Oh? I don’t know anything about you?” He stood up and took a daunting step towards me. “I know you better than you know yourself right now. I know what you need. I know what you want even before you beg me for it,” he said, his tone drenched with impish accusations, “I know what will make you stronger, and I damn well know what will slow you down. You can sit here like a petulant child and deny it, but it doesn’t change the facts one bit.” 
 
    I smacked him in the face. Hard.  
 
    Aside from clenching his jaw, there was zero reaction from him. But it pleased me nonetheless.  
 
    “Didn’t see that one coming, did you, Mr. Know-it-all?” My chest was rising and falling so fast, it was making me dizzy, but I refused to back down from him. 
 
    Dominic, never one to back down either, took another step towards me, erasing the tiny gap between us as if to intimidate me—to threaten me. It was almost as though he were daring me to hit him again.  
 
    So I did, only this time, he caught my wrist before I could made contact with his cheek.  
 
    “I do not take kindly to being assaulted, angel. Do not do that again.” Still holding my wrist, he used it to pull me in. “Are you reading me?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t take kindly to liars! And I definitely don’t take kindly to threats!” I spat back through gritted teeth. 
 
    His eyes skittered down to my mouth. “It was a cautioning, not a threat.” 
 
    “And what exactly are you cautioning me about? What the hell are you going to do to me that hasn’t already been done, huh?” 
 
    The tension in the air was so thick, you could cut it with a knife.  
 
    His eyes climbed back up to mine. “Put down your weapon, angel. I’m on your side,” he said quietly, like a secret he didn’t want anyone else knowing.  
 
    Even though my heart was still racing and my adrenaline was pumping hard under my skin, his words had still registered. He was on my side. Right now, he was the only one risking everything to help me get out of here.  
 
    I pulled my wrist free and took a step back, gathering my bearings, pulling myself back together again.  
 
    “You’re right, I’m sorry,” I said, though the words were heavy on my tongue. I may have been out of line earlier, but so was he. “I’m just so sick of everyone telling me what’s best for me.” I looked up at him to make sure he was hearing me. “I’m not as fragile as you think I am, Dominic. I can handle the truth and I can take care of myself. I’ve managed to stay alive up until this point, haven’t I? Even with everyone lying to me and using me as collateral in their own twisted games.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, but I could tell he knew exactly what I was talking about. After all, once upon a time, that list included his name. 
 
    “If you want to help me get out of here then please, be my guest,” I continued. “I’m not so stupid that I’d turn down a helping hand. But if you’re going to play games with my life and take it upon yourself to decide what I should or shouldn’t know, then don’t even bother. Because I don’t need that kind of help anymore. Are you reading me?” 
 
    He smiled at me. “Loud and clear, angel. Loud and clear.” 
 
    “Good. Now, how long do we have until Engel’s little witches get here?” 
 
    He glanced at the wall clock behind my head. “A little over two hours.” 
 
    I nodded confidently, though I could feel my pulse quicken as the sobering reality began to set in. “We need to go over the plan again.”  
 
    “We’ve already gone over it a hundred times,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Then we’ll go over it a hundred-and-one times.” 
 
    A smile teased the corner of his lips. “Have I ever told you how sexy you look when you take charge?” He stepped into me, immediately filling up my personal space with his sidetracking cologne and pheromones.  
 
    “You may have mentioned it.” My stomach fluttered at his nearness, but I forced myself to ignore it. I had to stay focused. No matter how good and distracting the Angel of Death looked before me.  
 
    He made a growling noise at the back of his throat as he continued to categorize my features with his eyes. “Not nearly enough, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Stick to the plan, Dominic.” 
 
    “I’m trying to, angel.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Huntington,” interrupted a small voice at the door.  
 
    I turned to see a petite woman standing at the entrance of the library. Her dark hair was pulled into a coil and she was wearing a black dress with a white apron. It looked like a Halloween ‘Maid’ costume, minus the skank.   
 
    “Yes, Nora?” answered Dominic, his eyes never straying from mine.   
 
    “Miss Blackburn’s bath has been run and her dress has been steam pressed. Everything is ready for her.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nora.” 
 
    She nodded and exited the room as quietly as she came in. 
 
    His lips twitched into a devious smile. “Looks like it’s show time, angel.”  
 
    I pulled in a haggard breath, and nodded. 
 
    Time to take this freak show on the road.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 11. BLOOD IN, BLOOD OUT 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had a little less than two hours to get myself ready for this evening’s main event, though I was only planning on using a quarter of that to make sure I had more than enough time to take out Engel and get the heck out of Dodge. And hopefully, that was long before the Dark Casters arrived to further complicate my life. I wasn’t sure who they were or what they were coming for, and I had absolutely no desire to find out either.  
 
    Standing in front of the bathroom sink, I looked up and caught my reflection. I hardly recognized the girl staring back at me. My body looked weathered and my skin was sickly and pale. I couldn’t remember my eyes looking so tired before, almost as though the light in them had disappeared. I wondered if I’d ever be able to recognize my own reflection again…. if I’d ever really feel like myself again.  
 
    I rubbed my sweaty palms against the towel that was wrapped around my body and pulled in a deep breath, but it wasn’t nearly enough to steady the tremors vibrating my entire body. 
 
    “You can do this,” I whispered to myself in the mirror, hearing his words in my ears. “You’re stronger than you think.” 
 
    The door opened behind me and Dominic walked in carrying the emerald dress I was supposed to be wearing tonight.  
 
    “How exactly am I supposed to fight in that thing?” I asked him, eyeballing the dress like a ball and chain. 
 
    “Like a lady, I presume.” 
 
    I shot him a nasty look. “You’re a riot.” 
 
    He laughed and handed me a black tank top and some sort of booty-slash-bicycle shorts. “Slip these under.”  
 
    I picked up the skimpy garments and made another face at him. “Seriously?” 
 
    “It was the only thing I could find thin enough to be concealed under your dress,” he answered with a smile. 
 
    I could tell he was more than amused by this, which was irritating as hell. How he managed to find humor in any of this was beyond me. I could barely stop my hands from trembling like I was going through withdrawals and he was over here teasing and flirting with me like we were on our way to prom.    
 
    “Did you lock the door?” I asked as I slipped on the shorts under my towel. 
 
    “Of course.” He hung my dress on the door hook and then waited for me to put on the tank top. 
 
    I turned away from him and dropped my towel. “You’re going to feed, right?” I asked as I pulled the top over my head. “You know, in case something goes wrong.” The last thing I needed was Dominic checking out on me in the middle of the biggest fight of our lives. 
 
    “Worried about me again, love?” 
 
    I gave him a warning look over my shoulder, but didn’t bother denying it. He had that irritating ability to tell when I was lying. I wasn’t sure if it was a Revenant thing, a bloodbond thing, or a Dominic thing. 
 
    Once dressed, I threw a glance at myself in the mirror to make sure everything was covered up. To my dismay, barely anything was covered at all. I bet he picked this little number out on purpose, you now, just for shits and giggles.  
 
    “Dress, please.” 
 
    He slipped the dress off the hanger and then passed it back to me without turning. Guess he finally learned some decency after all. I unzipped the side zipper and then stepped into it. Without bothering to look at myself, I zipped myself in and then ran my palms over the satiny fabric.  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “As I’ll ever be,” I muttered, still fidgeting with the stupid dress. 
 
    Turning, he met my eyes and faltered. His mouth opened and then quickly closed. 
 
    “What?” I quirked an eyebrow at him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He shook his head softly. “Nothing, angel. Nothing at all. You look stunning.”  
 
    “Give me a break. I’m a mess.” 
 
    He was still shaking his head, and that strange, dreamy look in his eyes was back with a vengeance. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anything quite as exquisite.” 
 
    My heart did a weird flip into my stomach. Unsure of what to say to that, I glanced back at the mirror behind me to see if I could see what he was seeing. 
 
    Nope. Still hated what I saw.  
 
    The truth was, I didn’t recognize my own reflection anymore and it pained me just to look at it. 
 
    So, I didn’t.  
 
    I took a seat on the edge of the tub and extended my wrist to him. “Don’t take too much, unless you plan on carrying me out of here tonight.” 
 
    “As you wish, angel.” He walked over to me and then bent down on one knee. Picking up my hand, he brushed his cool fingers along my wrist and surveyed the spot with faraway eyes. All of his previous markings had long-since healed, but he stroked my skin as though he could still see them.  
 
    His fangs clicked out, sending a wave of familiar anticipation rushing through me. It was the only thing that could quell my nerves these days, and I was at peace with that.  
 
    Without another word uttered between us, he brought my wrist to his mouth and pierced through the skin. Though, this time, his eyes never left mine as he drank from me. Something about it made the moment intimate, personal, like we were connecting in a way we never had before. The venom quickly over took me, and I wanted so bad to close my eyes and fall into it, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him. I couldn’t even blink.  
 
    He pulled back suddenly, stopping himself with ease.  
 
    Cleaning the corner of his mouth, he continued gazing into my eyes as though he were having as hard of a time looking away as I was. “Was that too much?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “How do you feel?”  
 
    “Wonderful,” I answered mindlessly. Okay, I was so not wonderful. I mean, sure, I was content and subdued, but that was hardly the kind of temperament needed to kick some Rev ass.  
 
    “I did my best, angel.” 
 
    “And I thank you for it,” I said dreamily.  
 
    A soft chuckle bubbled out of him. 
 
    Still holding my hand, he waited a few minutes for my wits to come back together.  
 
    When they finally did, I felt overcome by curiosity and had to ask him, “How are you able to stop so easily now?”  
 
    This wasn’t the first time he managed to stop himself from draining me. From what I’d heard, it was nearly impossible for a Revenant to stop feeding from a Slayer once they’d started. We had this sort of special, unicorn-type-blood vampires couldn’t resist. And yet he did.   
 
    His gaze cut away from me, looking everywhere else but my eyes. “I don’t like the feeling I get when you start to slip away, so I stop. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “The feeling you get?” I asked, leaning towards him. “What feeling is that?” 
 
    His head titled to the side as though he were thinking about it. “Like the light is being pulled away from me.” 
 
    That sobered me right up.  
 
    I couldn’t remember Dominic ever talking that way with me. And definitely never about me. I looked down at him again, taking in all of his features as if to burn his face into memory.  
 
    “Do you really mean that?” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably. “Don’t make a mountain out of this, angel.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “And what if I did?” His eyes were darkly unsettled. “What difference would that make with anything?” 
 
    “I…” I wasn’t sure what to say; how to answer that. Probably because I didn’t know the answer myself. 
 
    “A word to the wise, angel. Don’t open doors to places you don’t want to go.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I want to go.”  
 
     His eyes flicked back up to mine. “You don’t know what you want,” he said, though his steadfast tone from earlier had wavered. 
 
    I wanted to deny it, but the words never surfaced and the resulting silence perturbed me.  
 
    Dominic was quiet—too quiet, and his brows were creased with thought. The wheels in his head were turning and that was almost always a bad thing. 
 
    “Do you think it’s been long enough?” I asked, gesturing to my wrist in an effort to get our heads back in the game. “Or should I give it a few more minutes?”  
 
    His eyes narrowed, studying me. “Your pupils are still dilated, and you’re swaying.” 
 
    Shit. “How much longer then?” I was anxious to get this thing started and finally get the hell out of this place. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away, though there was an intensity in his eyes that made me sit back. “I think it’s best if you take some of my blood, angel. You’re not going to be of any use to anyone in this state. Certainly not to yourself.”  
 
    “Dominic, I already told you I don’t want—” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist,” he said and then bit down into his wrist. “Drink,” he ordered in that strange voice I knew was meant to compel me.  
 
    He was so going to pay for this. 
 
    Despite my insides screaming at me not to, I picked up his wrist and brought it to my mouth. With my lips pressed against his skin, I drew his blood into my mouth and then swallowed. Surprisingly, it didn’t taste salty or metallic or any of the other words I’d use to describe the gross taste of blood. It was unlike anything I’d ever tasted before. It was invigorating and otherworldly and it tasted like…magic.  
 
    My nails dug into his wrist as I sucked down harder, trying to pull out as much as the small wounds would allow. 
 
    “That’s enough, angel,” he said and tried to pull his hand away. 
 
    But I squeezed harder. Drank faster.  
 
    “Angel,” he scolded. There was a hint of nervousness in his tone. Almost as though he were afraid he wouldn’t be able to stop me. “Let go,” he ordered in that hypnotizing voice, and I did. Totally against my will.  
 
    “Wowers.” My blood was electrified, swimming with a power surge I’d never experienced before.  
 
    I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and looked at him in astonishment. “Where have you been all my life?” 
 
    Dominic’s signature lopsided grin made an appearance. “Right here waiting for you, angel. How do you feel now?” 
 
    “Alive.” More alive than I’d ever felt in my entire life. My head was buzzing, my skin tingling. It was as though I had magic running through my veins, lighting me up from the inside out. “I want more.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, angel, and it will be my pleasure to do that for you, but now is not the time.” His eyes darkened as his expression turned serious. “We’ve got some slaying to do.”  
 
    We most certainly did.  
 
    And now, because of Dominic, I wasn’t afraid anymore. There wasn’t an iota of nerves left in my system. No worry, no hesitation, no feeling of inadequacy. I felt strong and able and ready to do this thing. I was vibrating on a different frequency now, and it felt wonderful.  
 
    I only hoped there was more to it than just a bunch of good vibrations. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 12. ARMING THE GIRL 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something crackling in the air around us as we left the safe confines of the bathroom and headed down the darkened corridor, opposite of where Maz was stationed. I could feel the electricity in the air, the pressure buzzing around me as it hissed its song of the dead. If we had any chance of taking out Engel, we needed the element of surprise on our side. We couldn’t let him see us coming.  
 
    We made our way down the back staircase, towards the south side of the estate. Dominic had been stashing our weapons in the library, a little bit at a time, every free moment he had.  
 
    Stopping at the landing, he put out his hand to halt me and listened for any distant voices.  
 
    All clear, he said to my mind.  
 
    We moved further down the corridor, passing the kitchen and then the dining room, until we cleared the south hall. The library was within our view.  
 
    We relaxed our shoulders and walked casually down the last stretch of hallway. If anyone caught us roaming about, we had to make sure we didn’t look suspicious or out of place. Dominic stopped in front of the door and placed his hand on the small of my back, ushering me in ahead of him.  
 
    Once inside he quickly locked the door and rushed to the back of the library where he’d hidden his stash.    
 
    He pulled a burlap bag out from behind a row of books and dropped it to the ground. Kneeling down, he opened the bag and began distributing the weapons.  
 
    “A dagger and stake for my lady,” he said, handing them over to me one at a time.  
 
    I took one in each hand and quickly slipped the stake down the front of my dress, pushing it as far down against my cleavage as I could without stabbing myself. I had to make sure it didn’t look like I’d sprouted a third breast overnight.  
 
    A pointy wooden one at that.  
 
    “My, my.” His sultry eyes immediately told me his mind had dived into the gutter again. “If I could trade places with that—” 
 
    “Concentrate, Dominic! Save the sexual innuendo for when our lives are NOT at stake!” 
 
    “I’m quite capable of doing both, but as you please, angel.”  
 
    “Where am I supposed to put this exactly?” I asked, raising the dagger in the air. I wasn’t about to slip that down any of my private areas.  
 
    He dug his arm back into the bag and pulled out a leather garter. 
 
    Like, an actual garter. “Seriously?” 
 
    “It was the best I could do, love.” I could hear the humor in his tone and it only irritated me more.  
 
    “I’m sure it was.” I rolled my eyes at him and grabbed the stupid lingerie accessory. Bending over, I grabbed the hem of my dress and began bringing it up. 
 
    Dominic watched with complete interest.  
 
    “Do you mind?”  
 
    “Not one bit.” He smiled, still staring crudely.  
 
    I turned slightly to the right, shifting away from his view and then slid the garter up my leg, stopping a few inches above my knee. Then, with my other hand, I slipped the dagger through, using the handle as a stopper. As soon as I let go, the dagger tumbled to the ground, nearly stabbing my pinky toe in the process.  
 
    “Well, that was a waste of time,” I said, ripping the garter off my leg and tossing it down the aisle.  
 
    “Best thirty seconds of my life, angel.” Clearly, he didn’t have an off switch.  
 
    “What else you got in there?” I ticked my chin at his bag. “I need something lighter.”   
 
    He shook his head. “That was the lightest weapon I had.” 
 
    “Great! Now what?” I shrilled, my pitch higher than I intended. My nerves were starting to fizz beneath the surface. “We’re off to a really good start. Maybe we should just announce our attack before we get there, that way we can really screw up any chance we have.” 
 
    “No need to spiral, love. I’ll simply carry the artillery and toss you the dagger once we reach Engel.” Dominic lifted the back of his shirt and slipped two daggers into the back of his pants. “See?”  
 
    “What about Cinderdust?” I asked, the thought having just occurred to me as I openly ogled his peeking flesh. 
 
    “Not a chance. The very last thing you’ll ever find in a Revenants home, my love, is Cinderdust.” 
 
    “So how the hell are we supposed to vanquish them if we don’t have any freakin’ Cinderdust?” My pitch was steadily climbing with every syllable I uttered. I was damn near hysterics.  
 
    “We’ll just have to improvise.” 
 
    “Improvise how?” I needed all the details before I moved a single muscle. I wasn’t about to go into this all halfcocked.  
 
    “Once we kill Engel, the rest of his men will scatter like rats. That’ll give us ample time to decapitate him. We’ll burn the heart and head and bury the body.” 
 
    My stomach twisted at his gruesome words. It sounded like the climax to some slasher movie. Only it was worse than a horror movie. It was my life.  
 
    My head snapped up at the sound of the door knob giggling. Then a hard knock.  
 
    “Shit. Someone’s here!” 
 
    Dominic closed the bag and shoved it back behind the books. He pushed a book to my chest and then rushed off to unlock the door.  
 
    “Where’s the girl?” asked Baldy, Engel’s right hand man. I’d come to recognize his voice even without seeing his face.  
 
    “Picking out her reading material for the night.” Dominic pulled the door open further and ticked his head sideways. 
 
    Baldy peered in and then nodded to someone behind him, but I couldn’t see who it was. 
 
    I glanced up innocently and then turned my attention back to the book I was fake-flipping through.  
 
    “Why is the door locked?” he asked. “And where’s Maz?” 
 
    “Getting a snack,” lied Dominic, easy as breathing. “I thought it best to lock the door until he returned.” 
 
    Baldy thought it over and then nodded. “Engel wants to see you both.” 
 
    Shit! My stomach dropped like a ton of bricks.  
 
    “Of course.” Dominic bounced a sidelong glance my way and then returned his attention to Baldy. “I’ll just let her return her books to her quarters and then meet you in the great hall.”  
 
    No,” answered Baldy, pushing the door wide open. “He said now.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 13. THE SISTERS OF RODERICK 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dominic and I followed quietly behind Baldy and some other Rev I’d never seen before. My heart was racing in my chest as we neared the great hall. I had no idea why Engel wanted to see us, and worse, I had absolutely no idea what was going on or what exactly I was walking into. For all I knew, our plan had already been foiled and this was an ambush.  
 
    Baldy pushed open the door and then held it open for us. Obviously, he wanted to be the last one in the room so that he can stand guard in front of it.  
 
    This was so not good.  
 
    Relax, angel, said Dominic to my mind. I’ll handle this. 
 
    Engel was seated in his usual seat, surrounded by his men and a sprinkle of underdressed donors around them. Apparently, they’d started the party early. As disturbing as the whole thing was, it wasn’t nearly as terrifying as the moment my eyes fell on the three women standing calmly offside.  
 
    The witchy sisters. 
 
    I knew it was them even before any introductions were made.  
 
    They were standing in a row, shoulder to shoulder—a red-head, a blond and a brunette—staring at me as if they already knew every one of my secrets…and even those I didn’t know myself.  
 
    My gaze fell to their hands. Their palms were covered in Runes, similar to the Mark of The Anakim, except theirs were black as night instead of white, and they ran from their palms to the back of their hands and all the way up their arms.  
 
    I’d studied well enough with Gabriel to know those marks.  
 
    Dark Casters.  
 
    “Come in, come in,” smiled Engel, sweeping his arm out as if to showcase the dire circumstances. “Join us.” 
 
    Dominic placed his hand on the small of my back and pushed me further into the room. My feet felt like two blocks of concrete. Concrete that I wanted to throw at Dominic’s head. 
 
    “I’d like for you to meet three very special friends of mine. The Enchanted Sisters of Roderick. This here is Arianna,” he said, pointing to the first sister, the brunette. “That’s Annabelle. And last, but certainly not least, Anita.”   
 
    Anita, the fiery red-head, was the only one to step forward and break formation. It wasn’t to shake my hand or speak to me though. She was summing me up. Obviously, there weren’t going to be any niceties or small talk with these ones. They were here for a reason, and that reason had everything to do with me. 
 
    My pulse quickened as she began circling around me, looking me up and down as though inspecting me.  
 
    “Can I help you with something?” I asked, glaring at her from the corner of my eye. 
 
    “I doubt it,” she answered without meeting my eyes.  
 
    Annabelle, the blond with the pin-straight bangs, snorted under her breath. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be working for the Dark Legion?”  
 
    “We work for ourselves, sweetheart.” Anita’s blood-red lips pulled into a grin. “That or the highest bidder,” she drawled, her voice low and even. 
 
    There was something different about these three that disturbed me. They weren’t just witches—Dark Casters. There was something special about them. I could almost feel their power, the unearthly darkness radiating out from them.   
 
    It gave me the chills.  
 
    “How long?” she asked Engel.  
 
    “Nearly a fortnight.” Engel stood up and walked over to me. He cupped my right cheek, forcing me to look him in the eye. “Give me the Amulet, child,” he ordered, his pupils dilating unnaturally. I could tell he was attempting to compel me again, but it didn’t have the same effect as when Dominic did it.   
 
    “Sorry. Not today, pal.” 
 
    He tapped my cheek lightly with his palm, almost affectionately, and then returned to his seat.  
 
    Anita continued to move around me, sizing me up. She was really starting to get on my nerves. 
 
    “Can you stop that? You’re making me dizzy.”  
 
    Ignoring me, she ticked her chin to one of her sisters. Arianna, the brunette with the amber eyes, stepped forward this time and walked over to me without saying anything. Her eyes nervously paused on Dominic, almost as though she didn’t trust her proximity to him. I guess she didn’t enjoy his company as much as I did. 
 
    She stopped mere inches from where I stood.  
 
    “Do you mind?” I said, taking a step back from her. “I’d rather not smell what you had for lunch.” 
 
    She glanced back at her sister, and with a responding nod from Anita, she grabbed a hold of my wrist. Her eyes immediately rolled back in her head.  
 
    “What the hell!” I screeched as I tried to pull my hand away, but her grip was like a vise clamp.   
 
    My skin burned under her touch which only made me pull back harder. She moved right along with me, bouncing back and forth with me like a human leech. As hard as I tried to shake her, her grip never loosened.  
 
    I was about to pull my stake out from my chest and drive it through her hand when she suddenly let go. Her lids fluttered for a few beats and then her eyes returned to normal as though she’d just re-joined us from some distant Realm.  
 
    “She’s already bonded,” she said simply.  
 
    My eyes rounded out.  
 
    “Then why is the Amulet not in my hand,” asked Engel.  
 
    Her brown eyes shifted to Dominic. “Because she’s bonded to him.” 
 
    Holy shit on a hell-stick! 
 
    Engel’s men immediately jumped in behind us, grabbing Dominic’s arms and pinning them behind his back as Baldy pulled out his silver machete and pointed it to Dominic’s jugular.  
 
    We were so dead, we needed a new word for it.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” asked Engel. His voice was threatening and dark, but they had nothing on the pitch color his eyes had taken.  
 
    “He has feelings for her,” said Arianna. “He’s protecting her.” 
 
    Our entire plan just went to shit, taking my whole life right along with it. And it was all because of her.  
 
    I didn’t think. I just lunged at her.   
 
      
 
   


  
 

 14. HELL IN A HANDBAG 
 
      
 
      
 
    My body slammed into Arianna like a concrete wall, knocking her to the ground as easy as snapping a twig in two. Adrenaline and sheer rage had taken over inside of me, driving me forward without consciousness or forethought. My brain clicked off as I pounded her face with my fist, wailing on her like she was the only thing standing in the way of my freedom. And in a way she was. This was all her fault. After all the work we’d done, all the feedings and torture I endured to get to this point, it was all erased with one witchy grab of my hand.  
 
    Screams broke out behind us as the human girls ran for cover. Feet and furniture scurried and screeched as Engel’s men moved in on Dominic. All of it barely registered though. All I could focus on was drawing as much blood from Arianna’s face as possible. Someone had to pay for this and it might as well have been her.  
 
    Arms came around me from behind, yanking me back from my target. Spinning in a haze of vengeance, I turned my attack on Anita, knocking her several feet back from me. She smacked her butt onto the floor and bounced, her red locks falling in messy piles in front of her eyes.  
 
    She was back on her feet in a blink, and I dove at her again, knocking her head back as I wailed on her face. There was no way I was ever going to get out of this place now, but I was going to take as many of them down with me as I could.  
 
    “Rusum versum,” said Anita, and suddenly, without her touching me, I was flying backwards through the air.  
 
    I landed on the floor with a thud, cracking my head back against the hard tile.  
 
    “Ortum flammae,” shouted Annabelle from the other side of the room. 
 
    Flames shot up around me, flexing and stretching towards the ceiling, licking at my skin and caging me in like a wild animal. Covering my face, I tried to jump through the flames, but the flaming prison moved right along with me. After several failed attempts, I stopped, forced to give up at the sickening smell of my own burning flesh.  
 
    My eyes scanned the room for Dominic, praying he had fared better than I had. My heart seized as I spotted him on the other side of the room—on the ground, covering his face as a stampede of Rev’s kicked his motionless body.  
 
    “Dominic!” 
 
    Engel stood up calmly as though all hell hadn’t just broken loose in his great hall. “That’s enough,” he said to his men.  
 
    One by one, they stepped back from Dominic, though they didn’t move very far. They were ready to give him another round if he dared move an inch.  
 
    “On your feet,” ordered Engel as he walked by Arianna who was having her wounds checked by Anita and Annabelle. 
 
    Baldy leaned down and grabbed Dominic’s arm, pulling him up to his feet. Engel was closing in on him and I knew what was coming. I’d already watched him decapitate Damon with no more effort that an arm swipe for a lot less than what Dominic had done. 
 
    “Any last words?” 
 
    “I can explain,” said Dominic, holding his hand out to halt him.  
 
    “This should be good.” His lips were pressed in a thin, white line. “You have ten seconds.”  
 
    I swallowed the vomit rising at the back of my throat. 
 
    “I did it to help you, boss,” said Dominic, shaking his other arm loose from Baldy. “As a backup.” 
 
    “A backup?”  
 
    “My Anakim bloodlines are stronger than yours. When I saw the bond wasn’t working, I thought it best to give it a try myself. For you.” It was a lie meant to save our asses.  
 
    Engel paused for a moment, thinking it over. “I don’t believe you. Kill him,” he said, ticking his chin at Baldy. 
 
    “No!” I screamed and immediately tried fighting my way through the flames. As painful as moving was, I managed to get close enough to one of the sisters to pull her into the flaming pit with me.  
 
    “I swear to God, I will burn her alive,” I said, squeezing the back of Arianna’s neck as I bobbed her head in and out of the fire.  
 
    “Flammae descensum,” said Annabelle, and the flames immediately died down around me.  
 
    “Well done, child,” smiled Engel, calmly walking towards me as four of his men surrounded me and my hostage. “You have a lot more grit than I’ve given you credit for.” 
 
    “Let him go, or I’ll snap her neck right here.”   
 
    There was a beat of silence that seemed to go on for an eternity. 
 
    “All this to protect him?” asked Engel, visibly perplexed by it.  “A vampire?”  
 
    I didn’t answer. He was trying to dig out information, to unravel my insides and use them against me.  
 
    “Let him go.” 
 
    “And if I do?” he asked, standing dangerously close to me. “What will I get in return?” 
 
    “I’m not giving you the Amulet. I’ll die before I ever hand it over to you.”  
 
    “Yes, it certainly looks as though it’s going to be that way, doesn’t it?” He glanced back at the red-head.  
 
    “We don’t need it,” said Anita, her green eyes glowering at me. “We can do the ritual with the Amulet around her neck. There’s a chance she might burn alive, but I think that’s a win-win for everyone.” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Shit! 
 
    “Venite, sorore!” shouted Annabelle, her palms face up and splayed in the air. 
 
    Arianna’s body yanked free from my grip and skidded across the room to her waiting sisters. As much as I hated them, as much as I wanted to gouge their eyes out of their heads, I was impressed. They had some serious magic in them.  
 
    Glancing left, I grabbed the Rev beside me by his larynx and spun him into me to take her place.  
 
    “Go right ahead,” said Engel. “He’s replaceable.” 
 
    Stupid dime-a-dozen Revs! 
 
    I snapped the Rev’s neck and let him fall to the ground at my feet. There was no point in carrying around a hostage that no one cared to save. Snapping his neck wouldn’t kill him, but he’d be out for a while and that was better than nothing.  
 
    I retook my fighting position, letting him know that I was willing to take out as many of them as I had to. 
 
    “We can do this the easy way, child, or we can do this the bloody way,” said Engel, nodding back to Dominic.  
 
    Baldy positioned the blade across Dominic’s neck. All he had to do was swipe one way or the other and Dominic would be a goner. My only hope was that he still had enough of my blood inside of him to save him, but that wouldn’t last forever and I wasn’t willing to take that risk.  
 
    “Don’t. Please.” My voice came out soft, hopeless. Left with no other choice, I dropped my fists.    
 
    The two Rev’s behind me quickly grabbed my upper arms and yanked me backwards. There was a cracking noise, like splintering bone, but the sound and pain of it barely registered. I was too screwed to notice. 
 
     Engel’s mouth hooked into a smile, brimming with pride as though he’d just won the war. And maybe he did. He’d figured out my weak spot, my Achilles heel, and he was going to use it against me every chance he got.  
 
    They always did. 
 
    “Boss?” said Baldy, gesturing to Dominic as he waited for Engel’s command. He hadn’t lowered his weapon yet and he looked as though he was itching to test out the blade. 
 
    “It appears as though we’re going to have use for him after all,” said Engel, his wicked smile stretching into a grin. “Bring him.” 
 
    Baldy snapped Dominic’s neck. 
 
    “No!” I screamed as Dominic’s unresponsive body sank to the ground.  
 
    A heavily tattooed Rev stepped to the front of the pack and lifted Dominic up into his brawny arms before stringing him over his shoulder like a human backpack.  
 
    “Get your damn hands off him!” I yelled in a fit of anger and fear as I tried to pull away from my two guards.  
 
    I tried to scream again, to warn them of what I’d do if they hurt him again, but they promptly clonked me on the back of the head with something hard.  
 
    For a moment, I saw pretty little stars glittering in front of my eyes, and then nothing else. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 15. THE UPRISING 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had no idea where Engel was taking me, but by the time I came to, I knew we were outside, even with the burlap bag fastened over my head. I could feel the wet grass under my feet, hear the whistling of the wind in my ears as the familiar scent of pine perfumed the space around me.  
 
    Tiny drops of rain peppered my arms like memories from a life I once lived, baptizing me all over again with its purity. It had been so long since I’d felt the rain; so long since I’d tasted the flavors it stirred up in the air.  
 
    I wanted to revel in it, to bask in its beauty, but I was quickly yanked back to reality as a swarm of murderous Rev’s dragged me along the wetlands against my will.  
 
    We walked the length of a football field before the soft grass turned to brushwood and muddy dirt. It felt as though we had entered the forest or some kind of wooden area, but that was all I could put together.   
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I asked, wanting to place their voices—their proximity to me. 
 
    “Shut up,” answered Baldy as he continued to drag me through the dirt.  
 
    From a distance, I could hear faint whispering coming from the sisters. They were talking, plotting—probably going over the little black-magic spell that was going to bring vampires out of the shadows and end my life.  
 
    “Dominic?” I called out his name to see if he was still with me. 
 
    No response. 
 
    That either meant he hadn’t yet come back from his Revenant timeout, or worse, he wasn’t here with us at all.  
 
    “I swear to God, if you hurt him, I’ll kill each and every one of you. Starting with you three bitches in the front!” I shouted out the last part to make sure they’d heard me.  
 
    “I’d like to see you try!” yelled Annabelle, but Anita quickly reprimanded her. 
 
    Apparently, we weren’t on speaking terms anymore. 
 
    We finally came to a stop after another hundred or so painful steps through the rocky wilderness. The ground below me had changed again, this time from brushwood and overgrowth to tightly packed earth; possibly a clearing.  
 
    The bag came off.  
 
    My eyelids fluttered as I tried to adjust my eyes to the night’s light, searching frantically for Dominic through the thinned down crowd of enemy faces. 
 
    I spotted him only a few feet away from me and my heart wrenched. He was still out cold, but at least he was here. I tried to pull away from my captors to go to him, to bring him back to life, but they quickly pulled me back.  
 
    “Uh, uh, uh. Not so fast,” warned Engel, moving in closer as his dark eyes rested on me. “You aren’t here for him, child. You’re here for me now.” 
 
    Like hell I was.  
 
    “Welcome to The Uprising,” he said as he spread his arms wide and invited me to take it all in.   
 
    I had been too busy trying to fight off the Rev’s behind me to notice where we were. My gaze shifted over his shoulder to the cobblestone steps leading down to an excavated slab of rock in the ground. There were strange markings carved into the bordering wall, making it clear this was some kind of ritual site. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked, my eyes rounding out as I stared down into the pit. The ground was reflecting back to me under the full moon as though it were made of glass and not rock. There was something entirely unnatural about it and it made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle with fear. 
 
    “Ortum flammae!”  
 
    On Annabelle’s incantation, flames sprang up and touched the pitch-black sky, blazing an unholy path to the massive pit that I instinctively knew was meant for my bloody end.  
 
    Engel nodded to Baldy beside me and he immediately sprang forward, dragging me forward towards the steps.  
 
    I dug my heels into the ground and pushed back as hard as I could. 
 
    “There’s no use in fighting this, child. You’re only making it harder on yourself,” beamed Engel from the clearing.  
 
    That may have been true, but I fought anyway.  
 
    Wrangling me down to the last step, Baldy and another Rev each grabbed an arm and tossed me forward onto the hell-rock. They discarded me as easily as laying a body to rest. Only I wasn’t a body. I was alive and well, and I damn-well intended on staying that way.  
 
    The minute they let go of my arms, I kicked off the ground and ran for the steps, but was thwarted by some sort of invisible barrier that smacked me right in the face.  
 
    “What the—” I rammed my hands into the open air in front of me and immediately felt the strange pushback.  
 
    Something was holding me down there. Something I couldn’t see with my naked, non-witchy eye. Panicking, I bolted to the opposite side to see if I could climb out of the hole, but the same force pushed me back. 
 
    My eyes shot up to Dominic as the sisters walked around the pit, readying themselves to start the show, but he still wasn’t moving. He was out cold. On Annabelle’s word, the fire spread down into the pit, lassoing itself around me as it forced me into its tight grip.  
 
    This isn’t happening right now! 
 
    I was literally about to get fried by a couple of demented witches and Dominic was probably going to sleep through the whole thing. 
 
    “Dominic!” I yelled out his name into the open air, desperate to wake him.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Annabelle, Anita, and Arianna took their places around the pit. With their arms outstretched, they joined hands as the hellish flames shot even higher into the sky, taunting the Heaven’s above us with their nefarious intentions. 
 
    “Stop! You don’t know what you’re doing!” I shouted up at them. “Stop this while you still can!”  
 
    Neither one acknowledged me. Instead, they began chanting softly, singing in ancient tongues I didn’t understand.  
 
    The flames danced around me, licking out at my skin as they laughed in the face of my despair. I swung out at them fruitlessly, trying to push the flames away from me, but it only made the fire rage stronger.  
 
    “Don’t do this! Please!” I covered my face as the flames lashed out at me. It was as though the fire was alive and it was openly playing for Hell’s team.  
 
    My pleas went unanswered.  
 
    They continued to sing in unison, their voices blending together into a demonic song from another time and place. A place that was never meant to see the light of day again.  
 
    The louder they chanted, the hotter my skin became, burning until it became unbearable. The Amulet lit up against my chest, glowing wildly at their charmed words and searing my skin from its contact.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why it was lighting up, but I knew it wasn’t anything good.  
 
    It never was. 
 
    I reached up and tried to pull the necklace off my neck, but it wouldn’t budge. Every time I grabbed it, the necklace grew hotter, scorching me until it felt as though it were burning a hole right through my flesh.  
 
    A flash of thunder exploded in the sky as the rain began falling down on us in sheets. I prayed it would put out the flaming fires around me—prayed it would quell the heat that was now smothering me—but the downpour didn’t even make a dent. Nothing was going to stop them, not even the angry tears of Heaven.  
 
    A loud scuffle broke out in the clearing above me and my eyes immediately zipped to Dominic. He had finally come to and was fighting off his captors with a vengeance. His fists were swinging through the air with methodical velocity and his eyes were black with determination.   
 
    I felt a glimmer of hope ignite in my heart, but I didn’t let myself own it. Too much had gone wrong already and I couldn’t afford to let in any more disappointment.  
 
    “Dominic! Down here!”  
 
    Our eyes met for the briefest of seconds. He nodded and then bent forward, pulling Baldy over his shoulder and slamming him down onto the ground. Twisting to his right, he grabbed another Rev and snapped his neck. I’d never seen him look so strong or move so fast. He truly was a Dark Angel.  
 
    My Dark Angel.  
 
    As soon as he’d eliminated the imminent threats around him, I watched as he shifted into his wolf form and barreled through the last two Revs towards me. He was something to behold; a complicated masterpiece at its finest hour.  
 
    Unfortunately, he was a day late and a dollar short.   
 
    He slammed into the invisible wall around the pit before tumbling back down onto the ground. Whimpering, he jumped back on his paws as two more Revs immediately rushed him, forcing him to fight for his life again.  
 
    My eyes moved to Engel. He wasn’t paying attention to any of it. His focus was on me and the sisters. On making sure the spell was taken to the very end.  
 
    “Sanguine!” yelled Annabelle amidst the buzz of incessant chanting.  
 
    Engel pulled out a knife and slit his wrist as he rushed down the steps towards me. Stopping at the edge of the fire, he raised his hand and squeezed it into a fist, letting his blood pour from the open wound and into the flames.  
 
    The flames responded with vigor, standing and bowing before him as they devoured his offering.  
 
    “Do it,” he yelled to the sisters. “Do it now!” 
 
    A new level of panic tore through my body as the slab of rock began to tremble below me. I instinctively knew they were nearing the end of whatever the hell they were trying to do, and when they were done, everything was going to be different. Everything was going to be worse.  
 
    Dread filled the pit of my stomach as I wondered if I was going to make it out of this hole alive. If I was ever going to see Trace again. This couldn’t be how it all ended. This couldn’t be how I ended. 
 
    I refused to let it be this way. 
 
    I refused to let this be my dying of the light.  
 
    Fighting for my life—for my very next breath, I began thrashing my arms through the air, desperate to somehow break through the invisible barrier holding me hostage. Every time I wailed on it, it responded with a gust of fire that was meant to burn my limbs and flesh and hope. But I wouldn’t let it burn me down, I wouldn’t let it stop me; despite my scorching skin; despite the voices telling me this was a losing battle. I fought back with everything I had, with everything I didn’t have, and with everything I longed to become one day. 
 
    Adrenaline, fear and my will to survive melted into one another, becoming something stronger, becoming a part of me—of my fight. I still had living to do and I had people to love, people who loved me and words that ached to be set free. If I didn’t make it out of here, I would never see Trace again. He would never know what happened to me. He would never know that despite it all, despite the chasm in my heart, I still loved him so. 
 
    My blurred vision shifted to Dominic; Dominic who was still fighting desperately for our survival. If I didn’t find a way to break out of this, he was going to go to his death trying to save me. I’d never get to thank him for everything he’d done for me. I’d never get a chance to steal that kiss. 
 
    The tragedy of it all jolted me backwards. I was tumbling through my own mind, tumbling far past the life I’d always longed for and all the way down the rabbit hole to the life I was meant to live. 
 
    And then it happened. 
 
    Something inside of me snapped into place.  
 
    A force as fierce and native as the wind came crashing in on me, into me, soaring through my body as though it were a living breathing thing; awakening every cell in my being to its true calling, and then leaving my body just as quickly as it came.  
 
    Leaving my body, but not me.  
 
    Like magic, my power vibrated all around me, fluttering in and out of me like a hurricane I was meant to take control of. I could feel it twisting and bending itself to my will, molding itself against me as it waited for me to take the reins. 
 
    My feet lifted from the hole as a clap of red lightening crackled through the sky above us. Everything inside of me was warring with the outside world around me, and for once, I was winning. 
 
    Fearlessly, I hovered in the air, high above the flames and suspended by my own device. The electricity running through my blood was hotter than ever, making my skin glow as it buzzed all through my body. I could feel the power inside of me, aching for release—for freedom.  
 
    The sisters looked up and they knew. I knew. Even before I looked down at the silver runes blazing through my arms, I knew. 
 
    I’d just invoked. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 16. BLOODY SKIES 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle!” shouted Arianna as she and Anita began backing away from the pit.  
 
    My feet hit the ground just as Annabelle bolted around the crater’s edge to her waiting sisters. Getting out of that hole had been as easy as making the decision to get out. The invisible forcefield around me was dead, and whatever power the sisters previously had over me died right along with it.  
 
    I glanced over at the three of them, and smiled. The tight lines in their faces told me they were scared to get close to me; petrified of going up against me. As strange as that seemed to me, I didn’t waste time mulling it over.  
 
    I had more important things to contend with. 
 
    Spinning around, I faced the death-pit. An unpleasant scratching sensation needled its way out of my belly and into the rest of my body. It was like whispers under my skin; whispers I couldn’t hear, but I could feel them inside of me—tugging me forward, urging me to destroy the pit; to bury it under earth and rubble.  
 
    My palms itched as the whispers reached my fingertips, and like a servant, I had to obey. Curling my hand into a ball, I crashed my fist against the bordering wall, rocking it to its very core with a show of power I didn’t fully understand yet. Jagged fissures zipped around the wall, weakening the structure before it collapsed inwardly and crumbled to the ground in a pile of earth and rock.  
 
    I had no idea why I did it, or how I did it, but it felt right.   
 
    For the first time in a long time, I felt together inside. I felt as though I were exactly where I was supposed to be, doing exactly what I was meant to do. The why’s and how’s of it didn’t matter to me in that moment. Only that I was doing it.  
 
    Only that I was alive again. 
 
    I turned back to face the sisters, but they were already running away from me and the resulting wreckage, running as far away as their feet would take them, and I let them go. I had far greater promises to fulfill. Far more dangerous demons to take down. My gaze shuffled through the crowd of chaos until they settled on my target—on the only target that ever mattered to me.  
 
    Old-ass omnipotent Engel, running scared like a fraidy-cat. 
 
    I took off after him, my feet barely touching the ground as I leaped from the clearing and ran. The rough terrain slammed back against my feet mercilessly as I weaved my way through the chaos. Dodging Revenant after Revenant, I pushed them out of my way as though they were feather light and inconsequential. Nothing else existed to me but my target. Nothing else mattered except catching up to him.  
 
    In what felt like seconds, I was right behind Engel, chasing him down savagely as my feet pounded against the earth at unnatural speeds. The air whipped by my ears louder than a howling pack of wolves, and I imagined all the things I would do to him. All the revenge I would take on him for what he’d done to me—to my friends.  
 
    It was the push I needed to end this.  
 
    I dove forward and tackled him to the ground. Our bodies rolled over each other violently before crashing into an oak tree. Within seconds, he was back on his feet, and I was right there with him, Armageddon raining down all around us. 
 
    A cautious smile swept across his face as he stared back at me. “Remarkable, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What is?” I asked as everything around me faded into the background.  
 
    “How far we’ve come, you and I.” He looked me over unhurriedly as though we had all the time in the world to talk it over. “I must say. In this light, you look just like your mother.”  
 
    My jaw clenched. “You don’t know anything about my mother.” 
 
    “I know a great deal about your mother. After all, it was I who sired her.” 
 
    I faltered, my spine curling from the impact of his words. But only for a second, and then I realized what he was trying to do. He was trying to distract me—to throw me off my game again. Only this time, I wasn’t going to let him.  
 
    “You’re a filthy liar. A dead one at that.” 
 
    His lips pushed up into a small smile. “Perhaps my time has indeed come to pass. But you cannot undo what has been done, child. You’re too late. The door has been opened.” 
 
    I didn’t answer him. I didn’t answer because I wasn’t listening anymore. The only words that mattered to me in that moment was the scratching whispers under my skin.  
 
    Kill him. 
 
    Kill him now. 
 
    I kicked off the ground and pounced on him, taking him down to the ground with one easy swoop. His teeth clicked beside my ear, making promises of peace and certain-death, but that was as close to me as I would allow him to get. Flipping him over, I straddled his body and he rewarded me with a fist to my jaw. But it had little impact on me. 
 
    There was nothing he could do to hurt me now.  
 
    Nothing he could do to stop me from what I was born to do.  
 
    I hit him hard with an open hand and then a closed fist. His head shook from the impact and a part of me lit up at the sight of it. I hit him again, and then again, pounding down on him until blood was pouring out from every orifice on his face. I wanted to dismember his existence, to take him apart piece by piece. The vengeance in my heart begged me to make his death slow and torturous, to drag him into the dungeon he’d held me in and make him suffer a fate a thousand times more insufferable than death.  
 
    But I had to ignore it. I couldn’t allow myself to be overcome by dangerous emotion and risk letting him get away again. There was no confusion. No self-doubt. No hesitation. I rammed my hand through his chest, plunging through skin and muscle and bone, until I reached the chamber of his beating heart and then I yanked it out. Thick streaks of blood dripped down my arm as I watched him desiccate right before my eyes.  
 
    And with that, it was finally over.  
 
    Engel was dead. 
 
    In the distance, I heard his men calling out to each other, urging one another to abandon their fallen king and his castle. Their feet pounded against the soil from all directions as they bolted from the clearing in search of safer grounds. Those who were too loyal (or too stupid) to leave were being ripped to shreds by Dominic’s exquisite wolf form.  
 
    As much beauty as there was in that moment in time, I didn’t bother turning back to watch the slaughter or bask in the victory of their defeat.  
 
    My gaze was fixed on the heavens above me.  
 
    And it stayed that way until Dominic killed off the last of the Revs and finally found his way back to my side. Shifting back into his human form, he knelt beside me in all his glory.  
 
    “You did it, angel,” he said, his dark eyes painting tracks over my face as he spoke. “You finally slayed your dragon.” 
 
    I tipped my head at his words, still holding Engel’s heart in my hand. As gruesome as it sounded, it wasn’t nearly as disturbing as the other real-life nightmare that had unfurled itself before my eyes.  
 
    “We can go home now.” He reached over and pried the dead heart from my hand. “It’s all over.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head, my eyes never leaving the crimson sky from all my nightmares. I pointed up to it as terror shivered its way down the length of my spine. “I think it’s only just begun.”     
 
      
 
   


  
 

 17. ALL ROADS LEAD HOME 
 
      
 
      
 
    The drive back to Hollow Hills was mostly silent. I was too stunned to do anything more than stare out the window at the crimson sky and the miles of blurry trees that swept by us like oil streaks.  
 
    Dominic had done his best to pry out the details about what had happened out there—about the blatant runes all over my hands and arms—but I couldn’t produce any answers for him. I was going to need truck loads of alone-time to sort through the mess in my head before I would be ready to talk about it with anyone. The truth was, I had no idea what happened out there tonight. With Engel. With the Dark Casters…the ritual. 
 
    And worse, with myself. 
 
    There were millions of unknowns whipping around in my mind, but I couldn’t find the courage to own them just yet, to ask the questions that needed answering. The cold truth was, I wasn’t sure who I was anymore. I wasn’t sure how I’d invoked or what that would mean for me now. For my bloodlines. The only thing I knew for sure was that I was coming back home a different person, and I was terrified to my core of who that person might be.   
 
    So, I did the only thing that felt normal to me. I buried it. I pushed my fears and uncertainty as far down as I could get them, and I turned my attention to something else—something bigger than myself, something more tangible. I turned my attention to the nightmare that had just bled right into my reality. 
 
    I’d hoped that after destroying the pit and burning Engel’s body that the sky would’ve returned to normal, but it didn’t seem to work out that way.  
 
    The Roderick sisters had done something; changed something. Engel had said as much before I killed him—that I was too late; that the door had already been opened.  
 
    Only problem was, I had no idea what he was talking about.  
 
    When Trace’s Alt came back to warn me about The Uprising, he never mentioned anything about doors opening. Maybe his coming back had altered the course of events? Maybe what happened out there tonight wasn’t just about the Uprising. Maybe it was something worse. 
 
    I looked over at Dominic.  
 
    His posture appeared relaxed, with one arm on the armrest and the other one loosely holding the steering wheel, but if I looked close enough, I could see the faint impression of stress lines between his eyebrows. He was worried and that scared me even more than the red glow around the moon.  
 
    “Have you ever seen anything like this before?” I asked him, ticking my chin to the strange sky as the fog-kissed road rushed past us on both sides. 
 
    He turned abruptly as though I’d surprised him with speaking again. “No, angel. I have not.” 
 
    I felt a chill run down my back, but I suppressed it. “What do you think it means?” 
 
    He shook his head without looking at me. “I can’t say for sure,” he said, tilting his head to the side as if to study the view. “Whatever they were trying to accomplish, it appears as though it worked.” 
 
    I frowned and then shook my head. “They didn’t finish.” That much was obvious when they broke formation and took off running. But, they’d done something. “There has to be something in the books about this.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know, love.” He smirked. “My brother the scholar might be better equipped to confirm or deny that.” 
 
    I nodded. If any of this was in the records, Gabriel would have read about it and memorized the text backwards. Of Course, Gabriel was more of a package deal. And did I really want the Council and Tessa getting involved in this before I even figured out what this thing was?  
 
    Grimacing, I said “We need to find the sisters and find out exactly what that ritual did.” 
 
    “And what makes you think they would help you?” 
 
    “Because I’m not planning on giving them an option.” My frown deepened. “They better have a way to undo this mess before it gets any worse.” Though frankly, I wasn’t even sure of the consequences yet. 
 
    “You can’t undo magic, love,” he pointed out, but I already knew that.  
 
    “You know what I mean.” I wasn’t about to let formalities get in the way of what needed to be done. “We need to find them and we need to force them to fix whatever the hell they did.” 
 
    He didn’t openly object, though something in his eyes was telling me that finding them wasn’t going to be that easy. That this mess wasn’t just going to be swept away under some hellish rug. 
 
    “How hard can it be?” I asked rhetorically. “They work for the highest bidder. We just need to figure out what their price is and lure them out with it.”  
 
    “I wish it were that easy, angel.” He bounced a glance at me and then shifted gears. “They aren’t your run-of-mill Dark Casters. They hail from one of the most powerful covens of our time.”  
 
    “So what? Big deal!” I said, unimpressed with their stats.  
 
    “Getting involved with them is dangerous.” 
 
    “I think it’s a little late for that,” I countered. “Besides, it’s not like they’re the first Descendants to turn away from the Order and join the Dark Legion…or whoever the hell they’re working for. I’m not scared of them.” 
 
    “Well, you should be. For starters, they didn’t turn away from the Order. They were turned away…from birth.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean they’re half demon, love,” he said, bouncing a glance at me as he ticked his eyebrows ominously. “While that makes for quite a tasty bloodline, it’s also the quickest way to get shut out by the Order.” 
 
    Why was I not surprised? “So they’re half angel and half demon?”  
 
    “The very best and worst of both worlds.” 
 
    “Great.” I threw my hands up in frustration. God only knows what the hell their twisted demon-magic did or what kind of havoc it was going to wreak on the rest of us. And with demon blood running through their veins aplenty, I seriously doubted I was going to be able to appeal to their sensible, let’s-save-the-world-together side. But God damn me, I had to try. “I’m not giving up, Dominic. We have to try.” 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do, love, but don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he said without looking at me. All cautions aside, he appeared to be up for the challenge. “We’ll give it the old college try first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head decidedly. “We need to start now. Tonight.”  
 
    “I beg your pardon?”  
 
    “They couldn’t have gotten very far. If we put the word out and make some calls, I’m sure we could track them—maybe even catch up to them.” 
 
    Dominic looked at me as though I’d left my mind behind at the castle. “You need to go home and rest, angel.”  
 
    Home. Ugh. There was that damn word again. The word that seemed to be completely incongruent with my life.  
 
    “I can’t go home,” I said, shaking my head. “Not when all hell is breaking loose around us! We need to start working on this tonight, Dominic. It’s too important.” 
 
    “You’ve been missing for weeks, angel. Your family and friends are probably worried sick about you. You’ve been drained and starved and beaten. You need to go home and recuperate or you won’t be of any use to anyone.” 
 
    “I don’t need to recuperate. I’m perfectly fine,” I insisted.  
 
    His eyes fell heavy on me, weighing me down like gravity.  
 
    “What is this really about?” he asked gently, catching me off guard.  
 
    “What? Nothing. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I redirected my focus out the window. I didn’t want to talk about my actual feelings. I didn’t want to talk about any of it. I just wanted to hunt down the sisters and hide from my other problems for just a little while longer. Was that too much to ask for? 
 
    “Angel?” 
 
    “I’m not going back there,” I finally said, irritated that he could see through my walls so easily. 
 
    “To your uncle’s?”  
 
    “Yes, to my uncle’s. Not until I find out who was responsible for what happened to me at the party. If the Council was behind the attack, it means they know the truth about my blood and they’ll come after me again.” I left out the part about how I wasn’t sure I could trust my uncle anymore either, and that I had suspicions over his involvement in the attack against me. It was too ugly to even think about let alone to say out loud. So I didn’t.  
 
    “Then where am I taking you, angel?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” I sputtered as my mind went blank at his question. I hadn’t actually thought that far.  
 
    He looked at me and smiled knowingly. “Why don’t you just say it? You know you want to.” 
 
    His arrogant tone struck a sour chord with me.  
 
    “Actually, I don’t want to,” I snapped back defensively. “Jeez. Get over yourself, Dominic.”  
 
    “Actually,” he mocked. “I wasn’t referring to myself, but thank you. That was very revealing.” 
 
    I glared at him as prickling heat painted my cheeks. “You’re…you’re so freakin’ delusional. And annoying!” I crossed my arms and pressed back in the seat. “Just take me to Gabriel’s.” 
 
    “Gabriel?” He huffed out a laugh. “If the Council is truly after you, as you suspect, Gabriel is the very last person you should be running to right now.” 
 
    “Give me a break. How many times are we going to go through this? He would never do anything to hurt me.” 
 
    “Perhaps not intentionally.”  
 
    I hesitated for the briefest of moments. “He wouldn’t,” I repeated, though there was less vigor behind my words this time.  
 
    “Are you willing to stake your life on it?”  
 
    A shiver of uncertainty climbed down my back. Could I trust Gabriel not to turn me into the Council? What if they promised him that no harm would come of me? What if they convinced him that they just wanted to protect me? Would he fall for it?  
 
    I couldn’t answer the question with absolute certainty and I hated myself for it.  
 
    “Never mind,” I said and then shot him a warning look. If he so much as uttered anything close to ‘I told you so’, I was going to rearrange his pretty little vampire face.  
 
    A few beats of tension-filled moments passed between us.  
 
    “I must say,” said Dominic, finally breaking the silence, “I expected you to say Romeo. I assumed he’d be the first person you’d want to see.” 
 
    Trace… 
 
    He wasn’t just the first person I wanted to see, he was the only person. His face had haunted me for weeks, tormenting me with the prospect of a perfect love, yet slipping away from me as though it was never intended to be mine. He was the one who brought me out of the darkness, and sometimes he was the one that brought me into it. 
 
     I knew I could go to Trace. I knew he would protect me with his life; that he’d sooner die before giving me up to the Council. But…I shook my head. But what about his father? I mean, Peter Macarthur was just as indoctrinated to the Order as my uncle was. And they were both present the night of my attack, whispering secrets to each other that I hadn’t even begun to unravel yet. 
 
    Nope. I can’t go to Trace’s, I decided. “It’s too risky to go there.” 
 
    Dominic looked at me strangely, though he didn’t say anything. 
 
    The silence immediately bombarded me with truths I didn’t want to fess up to. I knew that my refusal to go to Trace had a lot more to do with my fear of facing him than it did with anything Peter Macarthur could do to me.   
 
    After everything that had happened while I was away, I had no idea what I was going to say to him…or how I would feel when I finally saw him again. What would he think of me once he found out that I was bonded to Dominic? That I let him drink from me. That I drank from him. That I…that I begged him to kiss me.  
 
    I shook my head violently, hurtling away all the sordid memories.  
 
    “You could always come home with me,” offered Dominic, interrupting my steep descent into hell.  
 
    I looked up and met his gaze. There was something vulnerable flickering in his eyes—something that looked a lot like hope and fear. Fear that I wouldn’t just up and leave him now that this was over. Hope that I would still want him after I no longer needed him. And the truth was, I sort of did. I wanted to stay close to him because being close to him was the only constancy I had in my life right now. It was the only time I felt okay being in my own skin.  
 
    I couldn’t fully explain it, I just felt it. 
 
    “You wouldn’t mind?” 
 
    “My door is always open for you, angel.” His lips curled up in the most delicious way. “You don’t even have to knock.” 
 
      
 
    Huntington Manor was as quiet as a cemetery. The air was stale and thick, and the temperature chilled from being void of any life for the last few weeks. Even still, there was something comforting about being back there.  
 
    As was always customary with us, we walked straight into the den where Dominic immediately fixed himself a drink and then started a fire. I sat on the couch, my legs curled up beside me as I stared at the phone, trying to dig up enough courage to make the phone call I’d been too afraid to make since the moment we left Engel’s castle.  
 
    Dominic picked up the cordless phone and placed it on the sofa beside me.  
 
    I continued staring at it without moving for it. 
 
    “Should I make up the guestroom?” he asked, remarking my hesitation.  
 
    I crossed my arms and shook my head. “I don’t think I’ll be staying very long.” The words came out a lot sadder that I had intended them to.  
 
    “You could always postpone the call until tomorrow,” he said, hunger dousing his onyx eyes. 
 
    “I could, but…” 
 
    “But you won’t,” he finished for me knowingly. 
 
    It was unnerving the way he seemed to know me. When the hell did that happen? 
 
    “I’ll go see about a blanket,” he said with a wink and then turned to leave. “Give you some privacy like a decent man,” he added over his shoulder as he left the room.  
 
    I smiled absentmindedly at the spot he had been standing in. I wasn’t sure exactly when it happened, but things between Dominic and me had changed—evolved into something easier.  
 
    Snapping out of my daze, I picked up the phone with a shaky hand, though it took me several more seconds to turn the damn thing on.   
 
    There was only one number that mattered to me—one person I wanted to call, but I seemed to be paralyzed by fear. The truth was, I wasn’t entirely sure I was ready to face Trace yet, and I sure as shit wasn’t ready to tell him what had happened between Dominic and me while I was gone. It was going to shatter him—completely wreck him—and it killed me to know it would be by my own hand. A part of me just wanted to keep running, to keep avoiding it for as long as I could, but that ship had sailed without me. Every minute I wasted not calling him was another minute he spent worrying about me. And I couldn’t do that to him.  
 
    Drawing in a jagged breath, I keyed in his phone number.  
 
    “Hello?” answered the boy from my forever dreams. 
 
    His voice hit me like a knee-buckling punch to my gut.  
 
    “Hello?” he said again, his voice firmer now. Irritated. “Who is this?” 
 
    My stomach twisted into a knot as his voice fluttered through my mind like a childhood memory. How I’d missed that beautiful, deep baritone voice. 
 
    “I’m hanging up,” he snapped. 
 
    “It’s me, Trace.” My voice came out so low, I wasn’t even sure I’d said the words aloud. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Jemma?” he asked quietly as though he didn’t trust what he was hearing. “Is it really you?” There were so many emotions coloring his voice—disbelief, fear, confusion…desperation. I wasn’t sure how to respond to them with anything other than guilt and the intense desire to run.   
 
    “Jemma, talk to me. Where are you? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I finally answered. “I’m not hurt.”  
 
    There was a quick blow of relief on the other end. “Where have you been? What…what happened to you?” 
 
    I wanted to ease his worries, to answer all his questions, but I couldn’t delve into it right now. Not like this. Not on the phone. “Engel happened, Trace. But I’m okay. It’s finally over,” I said, hoping to somehow comfort him. 
 
    He paused again, his breathing heavier now. “Tell me where you are, Jemma. Please, I need to see you.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how else to say it, so I just blurted it out. “I’m with Dominic.”  
 
    “Dominic?” Ice immediately laced his tone. “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I can’t go home right now. Not until I figure out who I can trust.” 
 
    Another drawn out pause. No doubt he was trying to digest the sour taste of my words. “Why didn’t you come to me?” There was no mistaking the hurt in his voice. This was a blow to his heart; a blow to what we were before I was taken away from him. 
 
    “I wanted to, but…” I didn’t want to outright tell him that I had suspicions about his father. That I suspected his father and my uncle were involved in my attack at Taylor’s party. This was a conversation that needed to be had face-to-face. “It’s a long story, Trace, but I’ll tell you everything when I see you. I just…I can’t do this over the phone.” 
 
    “Okay, then let me see you, Jemma,” he pleaded. “I’ll take you wherever you want to go. I just need to see you. I need to know you’re really okay.”  
 
    Tears brimmed at his words. I could hear the want in his voice, the sheer need he had for me. As afraid as I was to see him, as much as I feared his reaction to what had transpired between Dominic and me, I needed him too. 
 
    “Jemma? Are you still there?” 
 
    “I’m at the Huntington Manor.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” he ordered and then hung up the line.   
 
    I placed the phone down beside me and angled myself towards the fire. Fear knotted my insides as I wondered how I was going to feel when I was finally inside his arms again. After everything I went through—everything I’d done to stay alive—I wasn’t sure I still fit in that space anymore. I wasn’t sure I still deserved him. He was everything good in this world. Beauty and light and strength. And I was the thing that lived in the dark.  
 
    The thing that destroyed all of the good in the world. 
 
    “Everything alright, love?” asked Dominic. He stopped at the entrance of the den and leaned his shoulder against the wall. The way he stood, with the light from the fire highlighting his cheekbones, he looked like a beautiful angel.  
 
    The good kind, for once. 
 
    “Trace is on his way.”   
 
    He studied me as tears tumbled down my cheeks freely. 
 
    “I’m assuming those are tears of joy?”  
 
    He walked over to me and took a seat on the edge of the coffee table across from me. I buried my face in my hands not wanting him to see the emotional mess I’d become.   
 
    He moved my hand away from my face and gazed at me, not saying anything. 
 
    “You like seeing me cry or something?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then stop staring at me, Dominic!” I wasn’t in the mood for this…this…whatever the hell this thing with Dominic was. “I’m embarrassed enough.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be ashamed of, love.”  
 
    “Easy for you to say.” 
 
    “You did what you had to do to survive. He won’t like it, but he’ll understand.” 
 
    My head popped up, surprised that he knew what was troubling me. “How did you—?”  
 
    “We’re bonded, angel. That doesn’t disappear just because we’re home.” His hand came out and wiped away a strangling tear from my cheek. “He’ll forgive you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “All I do is hurt him.” 
 
    “You’re worth suffering for.”  
 
    “Don’t, Dominic. Please.” I didn’t want to be consoled or touched or looked upon. Not by him. My life was confusing enough right now without having to worry about whether I’d gone ahead and caught feelings for him. I buried my face in my hands again. How the hell was I going to tell Trace the truth when I wasn’t even sure of it myself?  
 
    “I do hate to see you cry, angel. Tell me what I can do to make you feel better. What do you need?” 
 
    I really needed him to stop saying all the right things to me.  
 
    “Nothing. I’m fine,” I said, shaking his offer away. “Really. Everything’s fine.” Pulling in a lungful of air, I wiped my cheeks clean in an effort to regain some of my composure.  
 
    He picked up my hand and for a second, he just held it. “Angel, I—” 
 
    Dominic’s words were cut off by the sound of the front door crashing open, followed by a set of heavy footsteps. Within seconds, Trace appeared at the entranceway—eyebrows pulled together, chest rising and falling at dangerous speeds.  
 
    My breath caught in my chest.  
 
    His mouth opened to say something, but nothing came out. Instead, he just stared at me… 
 
    Eyes crestfallen. 
 
    Heart broken.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 18. BADGE OF DISHONOR 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shot up from the couch as though I’d just been caught doing something I wasn’t supposed to be doing. Who knows, maybe I was doing something wrong. But I didn’t move after that. Not a muscle. I couldn’t. I just stared back into Trace’s piercing blue eyes—eyes that were now filled with hurt and anger—as a million perfect almost-lifetimes with him flashed through my mind. Each one dragging me closer and closer to my own unravelling. My emotions twisted inside of me, shifted towards him, but my feet remained unmoving as though cemented to the ground.    
 
    “I’d tell you it’s nice to see you again, Romeo,” said Dominic as he picked up his glass and took a sip of his drink. “But that would be a lie.”  
 
    Trace didn’t answer. He just attacked.  
 
    Glass shattered as Trace barreled into Dominic, knocking him clear off the coffee table and landing several feet from where I was standing—frozen like a half-wit. There was no pause in his attack, no chance for Dominic to catch his footing and defend himself as Trace rained down blow after blow without the slightest regard for Dominic’s life. How ironic that after everything Dominic and I lived through, he was about to end up dead right here in his own freaking living room.  
 
    Blood splatter hit me in my face, snapping me out of my stupor. Panic-stricken, I jumped over the coffee table and landed on Trace’s back as I frantically tried to pry him off of Dominic.  
 
    “Trace! Stop it! What are you doing?” I yelled, pulling at his shirt from behind. But he easily shucked me off.  “You’re going to kill him!” I screamed. 
 
    My warning only seemed to encourage him. He hit him harder and faster, never breaking once to give Dominic a chance to hit back. Pinned between the coffee table and the end of the sofa, he was in the perfect position to be on the receiving end of one of the most horrendous beatings I’d ever witnessed. Trace had lost complete control of himself and if I didn’t find a way to stop him right then, he was literally going to kill Dominic. 
 
    I screamed again, though this time with enough fear-driven force to yank Trace back far enough so that I could jump out in front of him. My arms shot out like a barricade. “Stop it! Please! Just stop!” 
 
    His arm was pulled back, frozen in the air as his hand stayed balled into a white-knuckled fist. He was shaking with rage. For a second, I thought he might not be able to control himself, that he might continue swinging despite the fact that I was now standing directly in his line of fire.  
 
    But he didn’t.  
 
    With his jaw muscles pumping savagely, he dropped his fist to his side.  
 
    “What the hell is the matter with you?” I snapped, ramming my hands into his chest. “You could have killed him!” 
 
    “Give me some credit,” said Dominic, offended. He was leaning back against the sofa, wiping blood from his mouth. “I could have taken him if I wasn’t so spent.”  
 
    “Spent, eh? Well, the night’s still young, dead boy,” seethed Trace, taking a warning step towards him. 
 
    I pushed him back again. “Stop it! He’s not the enemy, Trace! He’s not!” 
 
    He didn’t believe that for a minute. “If he’s not the enemy, then who is, Jemma? Who did this to you, huh?” His eyes sped over my body, his face wincing as he took in all the marks and bruises. “He was in on it,” he said, pointing an accusatory finger at him. “He was there—I know he was.” 
 
    “Yes, he was there,” I admitted. “But he was on my side, Trace. He was there to help me and it would have been a lot worse if it wasn’t for him.” I crossed my arms in an effort to hide the teeth marks on my wrists. “You have to trust me on this. You have it all wrong.” 
 
    “Then set me straight, Jemma. Tell me what the hell is going on!” He took a step towards me, his nostrils flaring from the adrenaline that was obviously still coursing through his blood.   
 
    I put my hands out to soothe him. “I’ll explain everything. Every single detail. But you need to calm down first. I can’t talk to you when you’re like this.”  
 
    “Fine,” he snapped back, lightning-quick. “I’m calm, alright? I’m calm,” he said again, trying to keep his composure. 
 
    He so wasn’t calm.  
 
    “Trace. Please.” I pressed my hand against his chest and my body immediately hummed from the contact. 
 
    He lifted his chin, his brilliant cobalt eyes latching onto mine like magnets. Everything slowed down, faded out and his features instantly softened.  
 
    “There you are,” I whispered as I reached out and picked up his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. I missed you, I said to his beautiful mind so that only the two of us could hear. 
 
    He pulled me into him. Strong arms wrapped around my body as I buried my face in his chest.  
 
    “There’s isn’t a word for how bad I missed you.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe I was ever worried about being back in his arms. Sparks buzzed through my body, weakening my knees into jelly as I easily slipped back into the space as if I had never left it. He felt just the way I’d remembered him. And dear God, he smelled even better.  
 
    The world crumbled around us like it always did when we were together. There was no pain or fear, no threats of tomorrow. It was just me and him and it was all we really needed.  
 
    “Don’t you ever leave me again, you hear me?” he whispered into my hair, holding me tightly against him. 
 
    “I hear you.” And I did, because in his arms was exactly where I wanted to be until the day I took my last breath. If he’d have me, of course.  
 
    He pulled back and met my gaze, cupping my face with his strong hands. “Nothing in this world or beyond could ever keep me away from you, Jemma. Nothing.” 
 
    A smile tugged on the corner of my lips. His eyes immediately dropped to my mouth as the most beautiful look of want filtered through his iridescent eyes.  
 
    “So, are we just going to continue pretending I’m not in the room?” asked Dominic, clearly irritated by the sudden show of emotion that had nothing to do with him.  
 
    “Works for me,” said Trace without taking his eyes off me.   
 
    “Behave, Trace. Please.” 
 
    His beautiful heart-shaped lips hiked up into his dimpled cheeks. “Believe me, this is me behaving.” 
 
    Dominic grunted, though it sounded more like a growl.  
 
    I stepped back from Trace and turned to Dominic to bestow him with some snarky comment, but my comment and smirk quickly evaporated upon sight of him. While his cuts had nearly healed, he was still wiping blood from his face and his shirt. Something about it disheartened me. Seeing him there, standing all alone as he nursed his own wounds, sent a wave of guilt through my abdomen. I felt horrible for all the trouble I’d caused him. First with Engel, and now with Trace.  
 
    That was the thanks he got for saving my life.  
 
    It just didn’t seem right at all. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” My words fell flat somehow. They just weren’t enough.  
 
    Dominic’s hand stilled as he looked back at me. “You never have to apologize to me, angel. Not ever.” 
 
    My stomach bottomed out, pulling me deeper into confusion and turmoil.  
 
    A breath of silence stretched between us, long enough to make it awkward for all parties involved.  
 
    “Come on,” said Trace, placing his hand on my hip. “It’s late. We need to get you somewhere safe for the night.”  
 
    I nodded in agreement but I didn’t take my eyes off Dominic.  
 
    Throughout my time in the dungeons, I hadn’t been able to think beyond the point of escaping. I certainly didn’t think about what it was going to feel like to walk away from Dominic when it was all over. It hadn’t even occurred to me to wonder. The truth was, I didn’t think I’d be bothered by it, but in that moment, standing in his den and staring at him clean his wounds, I felt…torn.  
 
    He nodded to me reassuringly, as if understanding my dilemma. “It’s alright, angel. Take care of your affairs. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    My cheeks warmed. Without thinking twice of it, I left Trace’s side and crossed the room to Dominic. He didn’t move a single muscle as I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck. His familiar sent of chocolate and liquor immediately eased me into him. 
 
    “Thank you. For everything.” Fearlessly, I held him closer than I ever had before. “You saved my life.” 
 
    And you mine, he replied to my mind so that only I could hear.  
 
    I pulled back and met his gaze, searching his eyes for meaning, for…something. There was so much complexity staring back at me; so much he wanted me to know, and even more that he didn’t. I couldn’t make sense of it. 
 
    “We gotta go,” said Trace, behind me now. He slinked his arm around my waist and drew me back to him.  
 
    I went easily, but it took every ounce of willpower I had to ignore the mounting unease in my heart. I couldn’t even look back at Dominic to say goodbye out of fear that I might not be able to leave him. 
 
    Face to face, heart to heat, Trace wrapped his arms around me once more, enveloping me in a blanket of his perfect love, and just like that, we were gone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 19. RUNAWAY TRAIN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The frigid cold that came from porting through infinite time and space immediately left my body as we sprung up in the Macarthur cabin up north. The heating had been turned all the way down and the room was cold enough to produce smoke stacks out of my nose, but I didn’t feel it at all. Being this close to Trace always incited the kind of heat in me that could melt an ice block and tonight was no different. With his arms still wrapped around my waist, I looked up at him under my lashes and met his eyes. Beautiful, forlorn eyes filled with worry and pain stared back at me helplessly.  
 
    My heart sank to my feet and my throat tightened right the hell up.   
 
    The weight I’d been carrying around with me had already been too much for me to bear, but standing there in that moment, witnessing the utter agony I’d inflicted on him was enough to nearly kill me where I stood. 
 
    “Why don’t you leave the mind-reading to me, Jemma?” 
 
    “Huh?” I looked up and met his playful smile.  
 
    “Whatever it is you think you’re reading off my face,” he clarified. “It’s not there, and even if it was, it’s not your problem to worry about.” 
 
    Something landed in the pit of my stomach, needling it with unease. “It is my problem, Trace.” And it’s all my fault, I thought, but I didn’t say that part out loud. 
 
    His eyes ransacked my face as though it held the answers to the universe. “None of that matters anymore. The only thing that matters to me is that we’re together right now. That you’re alive, and you’re safe, and you’re mine.” 
 
    I meant to smile at him, but that icky feeling in my stomach intensified, making me feel queasy. All I could think about was all the horrible things that happened in the dungeon. All the things I had yet to tell him.  
 
    He leaned in and brushed his lips against my neck.  
 
    The suddenness jolted me back. “So, as much as I’m enjoying this, we should probably get a fire started before we freeze to death, huh?” I meant for it to sound light and joking, but it came out strained and completely unnatural.   
 
    Trace didn’t seem to notice. If he had, he wasn’t letting on about it.  
 
    “I’m not sure I can let go of you right now.” He pulled back, both dimples pressing in. “Or ever again.”  
 
    He tightened his hold on me to drive home the point, but the impending implosion was attacking me from everywhere now, armed with everything from our raw feelings to the untold secrets between us. 
 
    I swallowed the pasty spit in my mouth. “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere,” I assured him and then took a full step back, purposely breaking out of his hold. “Do you have any spare clothes around here?” 
 
    His eyebrows knitted together as he lowered his arms to his sides.   
 
    Obviously, the emotional turmoil had followed me from Dominic’s. Not to mention, my anxiety was through the freaking roof again. “I’d really like to get out of this disgusting dress. And maybe take a shower.” 
 
    Understanding flared in his eyes. “Yeah. Of course. I think there’s some of my sweats in the bedroom,” he offered, ticking his chin towards the narrow corridor. “Second door on your left.” 
 
    “Great. Thanks.” I turned on my heel and bolted from the room. I couldn’t have been more awkward and uncomfortable if I was trying to win a medal for it.  
 
    Reaching the bedroom door, I walked in and closed the door behind myself. The solitude and silence immediately assaulted me as I leaned back on the door and pulled in a shallow breath.  
 
    Shit! What the hell was wrong with me? Why was I suddenly feeling like this around Trace? All I’d wanted was to see him again and now that I had him, I couldn’t seem to pull it together to save my life. Something felt off with us.  
 
    With me…  
 
    I couldn’t put my finger on it. 
 
    It had to be all the nerves leading up to seeing him again, I decided. They were messing with my head, that’s all. Plus, I had yet to tell him about what happened between Dominic and me, and if I was completely honest with myself, that was a conversation I was hoping to have a week or two after never. And unfortunately, I knew the moment I walked back into that room, I was going to have to produce some answers for him, whether I was ready to re-live the whole thing or not.   
 
    I pulled in another jagged breath. 
 
    It’s fine though. I could handle this. Seriously, I’ve handled way worse. All I had to do was tell him what happened—like a story. No big deal. Hell, I’ve told plenty of stories in my time, I reminded myself as I lumbered over to the dresser and pulled open the top drawer. I just needed to breath, that’s all. Just a couple of deep breaths and I’d be ready to go.  
 
    Nodding to myself like a crazy person, I shuffled through the neat piles of clothing and wrangling out a sweatshirt and a pair of jogging pants. With my mind on auto-pilot and focused on my breathing, I immediately unzipped the green dress and tossed it into the corner on my way to the connecting bathroom.  
 
    I paused in front of the mirror and took a good, hard look at myself. My hair was a hot mess and my face was still bruised, but that wasn’t nearly as off-putting as the thin, silver runes that were running up my arms like the skeletal branches of a dying tree. They looked nothing like the runes that Trace and Ben had on their palms, only further confirming that I wasn’t like them. That I was something else.  
 
    The Descendant of Lucifer. 
 
    Daughter of Hades.  
 
    Bringer of the end of days. 
 
    Bile crawled up the back of my throat. I ran to the toilet and dropped hard on my knees. I barely had time to pull my hair back as I spewed the contents of my near-empty stomach into the toilet. Each retch forcing my mind to descend deeper and deeper into that awful place filled with doubt and self-loathing. The place that ran rampant with morbid thoughts of how much better the world would be without me. How much better Trace would be without me.  
 
    I shook my head, trying to dislodge the noxious thoughts from my brain. 
 
    I couldn’t let my fears overpower me. I needed to take control of myself before I spiraled off into something I wouldn’t be able to climb back out of. Straightening out, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and dragged myself to the shower. I turned on the hot water, dropped my undergarments, and then forced myself to step under the steaming water. Everything would be better after the shower. I just had to wash away all the dirt and blood and reminders of what happened, and then everything would go back to normal.  
 
    I picked up the soap and started scrubbing. I scrubbed so hard that my skin burned under the running water, but somehow, it made me feel better. Like all the pain I was feeling inside finally had a physical place to go. I let the water run over my raw skin for a little while longer and then I washed and rinsed my hair before turning off the water. Stepping out of the shower, I grabbed a clean towel from the open cabinet and wrapped it around my body.  
 
    See? I told myself. All better.  
 
    I forced myself to ignore the runes that were completely visible now that the dirt and blood had been washed away, and I returned to auto-pilot as I dried the rest of my body.  
 
    After getting dressed, I found a rubber band in one of the drawers and pulled my hair back it into a tight ponytail. Drawing in one final lungful of air, I flicked off the light and left the bathroom feeling better about myself and whatever would be coming my way.  
 
    One step at a time.  
 
    One foot in front of the other.  
 
    That’s all I had to do to keep going. I grabbed the doorknob and paused as something green caught my attention from the corner of my eye. The emerald dress I’d been wearing.  
 
    I walked up to it with the intention of throwing it in the trash can, but the minute my fingers touched the fabric, a million painful memories smashed through the thin wall around my mind and knocked away the fragile grasp I had managed to get on myself earlier. All consciousness and self-control abandoned me as I began pulling and ripping at the fabric, tearing through the dress as though destroying it would erase everything that had happened to me.  
 
    It was only when the bedroom door kicked open that I realized I was on the floor sobbing as tattered pieces of the green dress lay scattered around me like confetti.  
 
    Trace didn’t say a word. He crossed the room in a second and swooped me off the ground and into his warm arms. I wanted to tell him that I was perfectly fine and that I could walk on my own, but the sobs wouldn’t let up long enough for me to get the words out. I was a total basket-case coming apart at the seams and Trace just landed a front row ticket to the show. Now playing: The Undoing of Jemma Blackburn, featuring the Daughter of Hades herself.  
 
    Oh, God. The thought made me sob harder. 
 
    He sat us down on the couch, my body cradled on his lap and my face planted firmly against his chest.  
 
    “What the hell did he do you to?” he said quietly, his voice as heavy as my heart. 
 
    I wanted to pull away and be strong, to put on my big-girl pants and handle it, but I couldn’t seem to find the switch to turn this shit off. The flood gates had opened and right now, not even Lucifer himself could stop me from drowning us in an ocean of my own salty tears. 
 
    Seconds turned into minutes and the minutes blended into the wee hours of the night. Trace never moved an inch, nor did he say anything. He just held me in his arms and let me cry until I didn’t have any more tears to cry. Even after the tears had stopped, I remained there with my cheek resting against his chest—unable to face him. I could only imagine what he was thinking, what he was seeing when he looked at me.  
 
    I was beyond mortified.  
 
    “There’s no reason to be,” he whispered into my hair, his chin resting on the top of my head. 
 
    I pulled back a little and looked up at him. His electric-blue eyes glowed like two orbs, even in the dim light of the cabin. They were unearthly and staring down at me so intensely, that it jolted me upright.  
 
    He didn’t let me get very far from him though. 
 
    “Talk to me, Jemma,” he said, tightening his hold around my waist. “Tell me what happened to you.” 
 
    An agonizing stretch of silence passed between us before I finally nodded. Not because I wanted to talk about it, but because I knew I had to.  
 
    Time was up.  
 
    I owed him the truth and he’d waited long enough—much longer than I would have waited. It was time to lay my cards on the table and let chips go down in flames as they may. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 20. BREAKING THE BOY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nested safely in the comfort of his arms, I readied myself for the hardest story I was ever going to have to tell. I wanted him to know everything so that there wasn’t even a whisper of a secret between us, and so I had to start from the beginning. 
 
    “They were there the night of Taylor’s party—Engel and his men,” I began as an icy claw racked its nails down my back. “They were waiting for me just outside the woods. He knew I would be there. He’d made sure of it.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. How did he get past the Barrier?” He shook his head, trying to understand how this has gone so terribly wrong when we’d taken so many precautions. “That thing was fool proof.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it wasn’t double-crossing-witch proof.” 
 
    He stared back at me blank-faced.  
 
    “Nikki took it down for him, Trace. She set me up.”  
 
    His head jerked back. “Nikki? She’s the one who helped us put it up. She wouldn’t—” 
 
    “She did,” I cut in, my voice cold and unforgiving. “I saw her do it.” 
 
    He swallowed hard as though trying to digest the information. 
 
    “She only helped us put it up to make you think she was on our side—to make herself look good in your eyes, knowing I wasn’t going to make it out of that party to tell you any different. She isn’t who you think she is, Trace. I don’t think she ever was.” I let him sit with that for a minute. To really let it sink in, once and for all.  
 
    He needed to know the truth about her; about everything.  
 
    “She had some kind of deal with Engel, which meant that Barrier was coming down one way or the other.” I laughed darkly, though there wasn’t any humor in it. “If I hadn’t followed her into the woods, who knows what would’ve happened. She probably would’ve let them all into the party. Honestly, I wouldn’t put it past her.” 
 
    He cursed under his breath, his eyes hooded under dark lashes. “We were all just sitting ducks.” His eyes glazed over as though envisioning this alternate version. “I knew she hated you, but I never thought she’d do anything like this.” 
 
    That made two of us. “Trust me, she’s not going to get another chance.” 
 
    His eyes locked onto mine and he tipped his head knowingly. We didn’t need to say anymore. It was understood. Nikki was going to get her comeuppance.  
 
    “So what happened after that? Do you go with him willingly?” he asked, probably assuming as much since the Revenants never ended up crashing the party. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Unfortunately, Nikki and Engel weren’t the only ones out for my blood that night.” I went on to tell him about the masked lunatic that attacked me from behind while me and Nikki were arguing. “She watched him cut my throat open and she just stood there and did nothing. Even when I begged her to help me,” I added, my tone surprisingly even given the topic.  
 
    His eyebrows drew together as his fingers grazed my neck. He was looking for a wound, but he wasn’t going to find one. That scar had already disappeared into my skin long ago, leaving no trace of its existence except for in my haunted memories. 
 
    “She wasn’t in on that part though,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady as my insides trembled under his touch. “At least I don’t think so. He came from inside the party, before the Barrier came down. Before Engel showed up.”  
 
    His eyes were pinned on my neck, his fingers entirely preoccupied with the soft skin below my ear.  
 
    “I never saw his face,” I went on. “But I’m pretty sure the Order sent him.” 
 
    His hand stilled as he met my eyes again. “I knew it,” he said tersely, shaking his head in disgust. “I knew they had something to do with it.”  
 
    “I’d be dead if it wasn’t for the Amulet.” I picked up the enchanted red stone and rolled it between my fingers. “Thank God they didn’t know about it.” 
 
    His features fell as realization set in. “Then they know about your blood.” 
 
    “It looks that way,” I nodded regretfully.   
 
    A colorful array of expletives shot out of his mouth. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, pressing my palm against his chest to calm him. “We knew they’d find out the truth eventually. It just happened a little sooner than we thought.” I wasn’t sure where my sudden composure came from, but it felt good to finally have some. Probably because the whole ordeal with the Order didn’t scare me nearly as much as having to tell him the rest of the story did. I hadn’t even gotten to the bad part yet… 
 
    “Then tell me,” he said as he picked up my chin and nodded for me to continue. “I can handle it.” 
 
    I went on to tell him everything that happened after the moment Nikki handed my lifeless body to Engel. I told him that I wasn’t sure how long I’d been out, or where they’d taken me, but when I finally did…come back, I’d woken up alone in some kind of dungeon-like prison cell. I told him about the horrid conditions down there, about how no one came down to see me for days… “I thought I would starve to death before I ever got to see another living soul.” 
 
    Trace pumped his jaw, working hard to contain the wrath that was beginning to surface in his eyes.  
 
    “He was trying to weaken me, to break me before the real fun began.” My mind flashed to the horrific beatings, the daily feedings that he forced on me over and over again as he tried to form a bloodbond and compel the Amulet away from me. My stomach soured as bile crawled up the back of my throat again.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” said Trace, staring at me with a horrified expression on his face. He’d read my thoughts—seen it all happening to me without me having to say a word.  
 
    “If it wasn’t for Dominic double-agenting that shit and sneaking me down food, God knows what would have happened.” I lifted myself off him. I needed to walk, to get some air in my lungs if I was going to be able to finish this without getting sick again. “Engel knew I’d never willingly hand over the Amulet so he had to get creative. His words.”  
 
    “I’m so goddamn sorry,” he said as he stood up and ran a hand through his ebony hair. “I should’ve been there to protect you. I should never have left you alone at that party—” 
 
    “Don’t do that.” I shook my head and walked over to him. Flattening my palms against his chest, I wrangled his focus back down to me. “If it didn’t happen at the party, it would’ve happened the next day or the week after that. It was going to happen one way or another. Engel wasn’t ever going to give up. We both know that.” 
 
    He had to know that—he was a Reaper for God’s sake. Yet, it was as though he couldn’t accept it. Like he should have found a way around fate and destiny and the limitations of his own powers.  
 
    “I tried, Jemma. I swear to God I tried.” He cupped my face in his hands and looked down at me with more conviction than I’d ever felt in my entire life. “I tried to go back to that moment, to follow you into the woods and figure out what happened to you, but the Timeline was Bound. I couldn’t get there no matter how many times I tried.” His eyes darkened. “And now I know why.” 
 
    The Order had sealed the Timeline to make sure no one could see what they’d done. To make sure no one could undo what happened and bring me back. Little did they know, they’d failed miserably. I was alive and well, and I was ready to make them pay for what they did to me. Every last one of them.   
 
    “They never had any intention of training me or taking me under their wings. The only thing they cared about was if my blood was dormant or not, and how quickly they needed to eradicate me.” Saying the words out loud stung, but not as much as having to wonder whether my own uncle was in on it.  
 
    “Karl?” asked Trace, reading my thoughts. “You think he was in on it too?” 
 
    I turned my face into his hand and kissed his palm before bringing his hand down. “I’m not sure. I’m not sure about any of it to be honest. The only thing I know for sure is that he was there. He was acting strange and he said some weird crap to me right before I took off into the woods. It kind of sounded like a threat; some kind of warning.” I shook my head, unable to really make sense of it. “The point is, I don’t know, and until I do, I can’t trust any of them.” 
 
    “They’re going to pay for this, Jemma. I swear to God, I’ll make them pay.” His fists were balled at his sides and his eyes were bouncing around the room as though he were searching for something to smash.   
 
    He was going to need to save that for later. “There’s more, Trace.” 
 
    He ran a hand down his face.  
 
    “If you want to stop—” 
 
    “No. I’m good,” he quickly cut in. Pushing his fingers through his hair, he sat down on the coffee table and leaned forward, his arms resting over his bent knees. “Okay. Let’s hear it.” He was ready for it. At least he thought he was. 
 
    “When Engel caught on that the bond wasn’t working, he brought in some Dark Casters to work their magic on me. The three little witches from hell,” I bit out, my lip twitching as I thought about them. 
 
    “The Sisters of Roderick?” 
 
    I blinked. “You know about them?”  
 
    “Everyone knows about them.”  
 
    Mmmkay. That probably wasn’t a good thing.  
 
    “So why’d he bring them into it?” he asked, confused by their role in this. “It’s not like they could spell the Amulet from you. It doesn’t work like that.” 
 
    “Apparently, they didn’t need me to hand over the Amulet after all. The could do the spell with it around my neck,” I explained grimly. “All they needed was for me to stand still, and it didn’t even have to be willingly.” 
 
    “Shit.” He dropped his head again. It was killing him that I went through this alone. That he wasn’t able to magically ride in and save the day for me.  
 
    Luckily though, I saved my damned self.  
 
    I told him all about the strange clearing they dragged me into and how they used their magic to bind me inside some hell-pit while they chanted around me in languages I didn’t understand. I explained how the spell was coming to fruition right before my eyes, but that they never got a chance to finish it.  
 
    “I didn’t let them,” I said, proud of myself. 
 
    “How?” His eyebrows drew together as though he couldn’t possibly fathom how little old me could stop them all by myself. “Their magic isn’t from this world…it’s dark and depraved and it’s—” 
 
    “Well, I guess I am too.” I pulled the sleeves of my sweater up and turned my arms out to him, palms up so that he could see the mess of runes blazing all over my skin. “I invoked, Trace. I figured it was as good a time as any,” I added to lighten the mood even though I didn’t have the slightest idea how I’d invoked or what exactly I unleashed from within myself.   
 
    He reached out and took my arm in his hand, turning it lightly as his eyes traced my runes. My skin immediately hummed from the warm contact.  
 
    “They took off running as soon as they realized what was happening, and I pretty much just let them go,” I continued, staring down at him. “The only thing I cared about in that moment was taking out Engel once and for all.” A knot twisted in my gut as I recalled what I’d done, but it wasn’t fear or regret. It was excitement. Exhilaration. “I didn’t hesitate this time and I wasn’t scared at all. I knew what I had to do and I did it; I pulled his heart out of his chest with my bare hands and then we smoked him into his next life.” 
 
    Trace’s head jerked back as though surprised by my crudeness.  
 
    My homicidal buzz quickly died down as I remembered what came after that. “I wish I could say it all ended with him, that we can all live happily ever after now, but I know this is just the beginning.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said as he let go of my arm.  
 
    “The red sky, Trace—I’ve seen it a hundred times before in my dreams, and I know it means something. Something awful. I don’t know what the sisters did out there, what they unleashed, but it’s bad. I have to track them down and make them undo it. And yes, I know you can’t undo magic, but I have to try something, Trace. I have to.” 
 
    “The blood around the moon,” he said, sort of to himself and then looked up at me. “I noticed it when I was driving over to get you. Figured it was some kind of weird lunar eclipse.” He paused as though something occurred to him. “Wait. What do you mean you’ve seen it before in your dreams? You’re getting visions?”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulder and ran my fingers through my ponytail. “I don’t know what they are. I thought it was some weird re-occurring nightmare, but when I saw the sky light up, it all came together.” 
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    “This is big, Trace. Huge. Something is coming and it’s been in the making for a long time.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, we’ll fight it. We’ll fight it together.” He rose to his feet and closed the small distance between us.  
 
    “I don’t want you involved in this,” I said, stepping back from him.  
 
    “You can’t stop me,” he replied, matching my step.  
 
    “It’s not your mess to clean up.” 
 
    “And that’s not your choice to make.” His eyes ignited with passion. “Don’t you get it yet? I’m not leaving you, Jemma. Your battles are my battles. Your crosses are my crosses. I’ll happily go to my death fighting beside you if it means never having to live one more day in this shitty Realm without you, and there’s nothing you can say to change that so you might as well stop trying.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that. You can’t. You don’t know everything.” I couldn’t even face him. I didn’t deserve to. He was willing to sacrifice everything—even his own life. And for what? For me? He wasn’t thinking straight. He wasn’t seeing me clearly. Not yet. Because I hadn’t even told him about Dominic yet.  
 
    I took another step back, putting more distance between us.  
 
    “Jemma.” 
 
    “I wasn’t finished, Trace. I haven’t told you everything.”  
 
    His dimples pressed in as he flexed his jaw and erased the gap. “Whatever it is, I don’t care. The only thing that matters to me is that you’re—”  
 
    “I’m bonded to Dominic.” I spit the words out like vomit. 
 
    Dead. Silence. And it stretched and pressed between us like a living breathing entity. Even the rain pattering against the window melted away as the pulse in my ears grew louder, pounding inside my head like the beginning of the end. 
 
    “Say that again.” His voice was so deep and brusque, I almost didn’t identify it as his. But it was his. He was pissed and angry and confused, and I didn’t blame him in the least. 
 
    I licked my lips, searching for moisture. The anxiety was back in full force, scratching and clawing its way through my airway, making it harder and harder for me to draw in air. “I can explain, okay? Just give me a minute to explain,” I pleaded, sounding like a criminal begging for leniency. A guilty criminal at that. 
 
    His Adam’s apple dipped as he folded his arms across his chest. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “When I found out what Engel was trying to do, I panicked. I had to do something to stop him. I couldn’t let him get the Amulet or it would’ve been over for me, and probably a lot worse.” 
 
    The lines on his face sharpened and his stare was even harder. He was arming himself, readying himself for the worst possible thing I could have ever told him.  
 
    “The only way to stop him from bonding with me was if I was bonded to someone else.” My mouth opened and then closed as I let that sink in for a moment. “So I asked Dominic to feed on me.” 
 
    His back straightened a little, and mine curled inwards.   
 
    “And he did, over and over again, multiple times a day. He did it until it was the only thing I had to look forward to in there. Until I was counting down the minutes until he would sneak back down to see me.” 
 
    His eyes closed as though my words had stabbed him right in the heart.  
 
    But I had to keep going. I couldn’t sugarcoat the truth or hide what had happened between us in those dungeons. If he was going to be with me—to really love me, then it needed to be the real thing. He had to accept all the parts of me, even the ugly parts. And if he couldn’t do that, then I needed to know it.  
 
    “I thought I could manage the connection. I thought I could keep everything separated, but it hit me so hard. Before I knew what was happening, I was dreaming about him all the time, begging him to keep feeding from me even…even when it wasn’t necessary.” I looked down at my feet, my cheeks burning with embarrassment, with shame. “And when we were alone, I…I asked him to kiss—” 
 
    “Stop. Stop.” His hands came out in front of him. “I’ve heard enough.” 
 
    I clamped my mouth shut and waited for his inevitable words. The words that would send my ass packing. He’d reached his breaking point and was about to come to his senses and throw me away with yesterday’s trash. 
 
    And I didn’t blame him in the slightest. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 21. FALLING SANDCASTLES 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain tapped against the windows like creatures trying to claw their way out from the underworld. Trace and I stood in the room in complete silence with nothing between us but my personal demons. The relief that came from finally telling him the truth never came to me, probably because all I got in return was the agonizing look of heartbreak splattered all over his face. The funny thing was, I knew it was coming. I’d imagined it dozens of times before in my mind, but witnessing it in the flesh was so much worse than anything I could have made up in my head.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said, my words too tiny to have any real impact on him. I’d spoken my truth and now it was time to reap what I’d sowed. “I know it doesn’t fix any of this, but you need to know I never meant to hurt you.”  
 
    He didn’t answer. He wasn’t even looking at me. His arms hung by his sides and his beautiful eyes were veered down, concealed behind the kind of thick, sooty lashes that most girls would kill for. 
 
    “Everything I did, it was to stay alive…to find a way to come back to you.” 
 
    His gaze lifted to mine. The room titled around me as I tried to imagine what was running through his mind just then. He was probably cursing the awful day I walked into his life. And who could blame him? I was a walking catastrophe. Everything that came near me blew up into a million pieces only to be swept up by the wind. 
 
    “If you want me to go, I won’t blame you,” I said, folding my hands together. “I’ll never blame you.”  
 
    He shook his head, but he still wasn’t saying anything.  
 
    The static silence descended on us again like an old friend, winding around our bodies as it pushed to widen the space between us.  
 
    “Trace?” I took a small step towards him, but he put his hand out to stop me. The hurt in his eyes was so tangible I felt as though I were drowning in it. “Can you please say something?”  
 
    His chest rose sharply as he clenched and unclenched his jaw muscles. “How long?” 
 
    “How long what?”  
 
    His jaw tightened. “How long did he feed on you?” 
 
    I dropped my gaze. God, I couldn’t even look him in the eye when I answered, “Almost the entire time.” 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t drink from him, Jemma. At least tell me you didn’t do that.” 
 
    “I—” I desperately wanted to be able to tell him that, to give him some tiny glimmer of light amidst all the darkness I just shoveled at him. But I couldn’t even offer him that. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “I’m going to kill him.” His voice was so low and threatening, it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up straight. “I’ll rip his fucking heart out.” 
 
    Panic exploded in my gut. “It’s not Dominic’s fault, Trace. Please don’t be mad at him.” 
 
    He winced, but I was too wrapped up in my panic to realize why.  
 
    “He was only doing what I asked him to do. Even when I tried to kiss him, he refused. He never took advantage—” 
 
    “I need you to stop,” he interrupted roughly, rubbing his temples as though trying to erase the image from his brain. “I can handle a lot of shit, Jemma, but I can’t stand here and listen to you protect him.” 
 
    My mouth slammed shut as realization sank in. Could I have been any more insensitive?  
 
    “I’m…sorry.” My tired words fell flat again. I really needed to stop saying that crap to him. They were useless words that almost sounded insulting when I said them to him.  
 
    “I can’t do this right now,” he said, cupping the back of his neck.  
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    “You’ve done e—” He stopped short and squeezed his eyes shut, banning me from the beauty I no longer deserved to gaze upon. “Look, I just need a minute, okay? I’m getting a migraine.” 
 
    I felt utterly horrible and completely responsible. “I’m so—” 
 
    “Stop apologizing.” 
 
    “I’m trying to.” I could barely meet his eyes when I asked, “Is…is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “No.” His eyes traveled down my body and then drifted away like a stray leaf caught in the summer wind. “I just need a minute. Alone.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded and just stood there because I wasn’t sure what else to do.  
 
    He stepped around me, extra careful not to touch me, and then headed into the kitchen. I heard the cupboard open and then a pill bottle jangle. I dropped my head as he walked by the living room and then disappeared down the corridor without saying a word to me.  
 
    Silence wrapped its cold arms around me as I stood in the living room and waited.  
 
    The conversation replayed in my mind like little sound bites from a bad movie and I wondered if I’d been too callous with my words. I’d wanted to be completely honest with him so that he’d know the whole truth, so that he knew what he was getting into, but as I stood alone in the room, I wondered if there was something to be said about lying. Was it really so bad to lie if you were lying to protect the person you cared about? Maybe that’s what I should’ve done. Maybe I should’ve protected him instead. 
 
    My stomach clenched.   
 
    A few more minutes of maddening silence passed through me and eventually, I sat down on the couch and stared aimlessly into the fire. The flames licked out at the fire log, ripping and tearing at its bark like Engel used to tear through me. The unwanted memory stole my breath like a punch to the gut. I quickly tried to push it away, to remind myself that it was all over. That he was gone and I was safe now. Safe, but far from okay.  
 
    As depressing as the thought was, it was the truth. I wasn’t okay. Not inside. Not where it mattered the most. I hadn’t felt okay in a really long time and as long as my brain was turned on and working, that’s how it always remained.  
 
    There was only one thing that made it go away.  
 
    One surefire way to shut it all off.  
 
    In that moment, I longed for that exact escape. To be able to sink away into that realm of painless existing that only Dominic could take me to. Dominic. My pulse quickened as I wondered how he was doing just then. I wondered if he was faring better on his own than I was.  
 
    Regret immediately exploded in my gut and I folded inward. I couldn’t even go ten minutes alone without thinking about him. What the heck did that say about me? I stood back up and walked to the fireplace. I needed a distraction, something to keep my mind preoccupied. Grabbing the poker, I probed the burning wood until it rolled off the log it was resting on and settled beside it. I picked up another log and tossed it in.  
 
    Turning on my heel, I faced the empty room again. I hated empty rooms. Empty spaces. I hated my own company. I glanced out into the corridor and wondered if it would be a completely horrible idea to go in and check on him…see how he was doing.  I shook my head, deciding against it. He wanted to be alone. I needed to respect that.  
 
    More waiting. 
 
    More silence.  
 
    I picked up an ornament from the mantel and turned it around in my hands, but it didn’t hold my attention for very long. I could feel the unease bubbling up inside of me, the tightness growing in my chest. The room felt as though it were starting to shrink, to close in on me. All the air was being sucked out of it. I drew in a hard breath, but it didn’t reach my lungs. My mind was racing off into dark places I didn’t want to revisit. The longer I waited, the more antsy I got, and the more antsy I got, the more Dominic’s face flashed through my head like a remedy. I couldn’t stay put any longer. I couldn’t just stand here and live inside the pain. There was no air inside the pain.  
 
    This was a mistake. 
 
    It’s too much, too soon. 
 
    Trace was never going to forgive me. He was probably in there thinking up different ways to break up with me, to get me out of his house. And who could blame him? I should’ve never come here. I should’ve stayed with Dominic.  
 
    It’s safer with Dominic. 
 
    Easier with Dominic.  
 
    I needed to go to him. 
 
    I needed to go right now. 
 
    I bolted out of the living room and made a frantic run for the front door. The ground swayed and rippled under my feet, but it only made me move faster. I had to get the hell out of here. With one hand on the door knob and the other on the lock, I twisted it back and forth in complete hysteria. 
 
    “Open up, you stupid thing!” The lock clicked open and I turned the handle, yanking the door open. The cool, damp air hit my face like a prison escape.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Trace’s deep voice startled me from behind.  
 
    I whipped around and faced him. My eyes immediately doubled in size as a heated blush rippled across my cheeks. He was standing there without a shirt, and my brain clicked right off.  
 
    “Jemma?” he asked, his eyebrows drawing together.   
 
    “Huh?” My gaze dipped down to his abs and then to the jeans that were hanging loosely from his hip bone.  
 
    There were new grooves there, I noticed, new muscles that hadn’t been there the last time I checked. I’d know it. I memorized the layout like the back of my hand.  
 
    “Were you going somewhere?” he asked as he raised his hand and cupped the back of his neck again, making the delicate skin on his biceps stretch over the muscle.  
 
     “I, um…I was just getting some air.” Liar, liar, face on fire.  
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” he said as he took a cautious step towards me and then pushed the door shut. “You shouldn’t be out there on your own right now.” 
 
    “Right.” I swayed towards him as he leaned in and locked the door behind me. His forearm brushed against mine as he pulled back and I nearly toppled over from the rush of feeling his bare skin against mine again. 
 
    He straightened out and took a purposeful step back, apparently still needing that space between us. His eyes traveled down my body and then zipped back up to meet mine. “I’m gonna get myself a drink. You want one?” 
 
    I wiggled my head from side to side. The last thing I wanted was a repeat of Nikki’s bitch-bash. I had enough regrets under my belt, thank you very much. “I can come keep you company though.” My shoulders sagged a little when I added, “I mean, if you want me to.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything when he took a step back and then turned for the kitchen.  
 
    Without me.  
 
    I watched his bare back move further and further away from me as my heart swan-dived off a cliff.  
 
    “You coming?” he asked, over his shoulder.  
 
    A tiny slither of hope ignited in my heart. Maybe there was still hope for us after all. I rushed to catch up to him, following him past the living room and into the kitchen where he headed straight for the liquor cabinet. There was a vast collection of bottles in all different colors and sizes though I didn’t have enough drinking experience to recognize any of them. 
 
    He grabbed one of the dark ones and then a glass from the cupboard and set them both on the wooden island between us. Twisting the cap off, he poured himself a glass and took a big, long swig of it. I stared at him across the way, working hard to keep my eyes above his collarbone. All I wanted to do in that moment was somersault over the island and jump his bones. And I seriously contemplated it too. Not just because he was hot as hell, but because it may have served as exactly the kind of diversion we needed. After all, he couldn’t yell at me if I was busy kissing his lips off, right? 
 
    “Did you change your mind?” he asked, mistaking my ogling of his mouth with me wanting a sip of his drink. 
 
    Biting my lower lip, I shook my head.  
 
    His gaze dropped to my mouth, an obscure look flickering through his eyes.  
 
    “I think we should talk,” I finally said as he polished off the rest of his drink. And, apparently, sooner than later because it looked like he was about to get sloshed. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk.” He poured himself another glass and threw that one back just as quickly as the first one. I wasn’t sure if he was drinking to chase away the migraine, or the memories of what I’d done. 
 
    “Trace. Please. We need to finish our conversation.” 
 
    He flattened his palms on the counter and looked up at me under lidded eyes. “The only thing I want to finish right now is this bottle.” 
 
    “You hate me,” I realized as pain strangled my heart. 
 
    “No.” His eyes met mine and he shook his head softly, his hand wrapped firmly around his glass. But he didn’t pick it up this time. “I don’t hate you, Jemma. I could never hate you.” 
 
    His words gave me courage—a little more hope. “I didn’t have another choice, Trace.” 
 
    “I know that.”  
 
    “It was Engel or Dominic.” 
 
    His sad, cobalt eyes met mine again and my heart immediately sank. “I know that too,” he said, his voice filled with hurt as he snatched up the bottle and his glass and took off for the living room.  
 
    I followed, always ready to worship him like the god he was. 
 
    “Look, I get it, Jemma. I do. Doesn’t make it any easier though,” he said as he sat down on the couch and leaned forward, resting his arms on his legs as the bottleneck hung between his fingers. He wasn’t making eye-contact now.  
 
    I felt as though gravity were pulling me down into the floorboards. “Doesn’t make what easier? Breaking up with me?” He’d never asked me to be his girlfriend officially, but it was pretty much implied. At least I thought it was. 
 
    His jaw muscle pumped furiously, but he didn’t deny it. “You’re bonded to Dominic. You drank from him. I don’t think you get how bad this is.” He shook his head at his own words and then took another sip. “The bloodbond isn’t just going to go away, Jemma.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’ll fade, right? You said so yourself the last time.”  
 
    I remembered it vividly. It was right after we began testing my unicorn-blood with Dominic. I’d begun feeling confused about my feelings for him and Trace was right there to reassure me that it wasn’t real; that the manufactured pull towards him would fade with time.  
 
    “This isn’t like the last time,” he said icily.  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because, Jemma. You didn’t seal the bond last time,” he said, his voice as heavy as his eyes. 
 
    “Seal the bond?” My head ticked back five notches. “I didn’t seal the bond this time either!” I had no idea what he was talking about or where he got his intel from, but he was hugely misinformed.  
 
    “Yeah, Jemma. You did.” Sadness filtered in through his expression as he ran a hand down his majestic face. “You sealed it when you drank from him.”  
 
    “What the hell are you talking about!” Terror exploded in my stomach like a buckshot. “What does that mean? I don’t understand what you’re saying!” And why the hell was I only hearing about this ‘sealing’ bullshit now?  
 
    “I’m saying you made the bloodbond permanent.” He picked up his glass and tipped his head all the way back, pouring the rest of his drink down his throat without even touching the glass to his lips. “I’m saying I’m going to feel it every time I touch you.” 
 
    Oh. My. God. No! 
 
    “And the longer you stay away from him, the worse it’s going to get.” He pushed his hands through his inky-black hair and dropped his head, his gaze turning away from me as though he couldn’t face me anymore.  
 
    I shook my head violently. This wasn’t happening. It just wasn’t. “This has to be a mistake.” 
 
    “It isn’t.” His tone was so cold, so detached, it sent a shiver down my arms.  
 
    “But, I didn’t…and he never…” 
 
    “I’m sure he didn’t,” he said, sounding bored. His eyes, however, were anything but. His eyes were raw with the kind of emotion that slams you in the chest and steals your breath. “I’m sure he conveniently left that part out.” 
 
    My mind was racing in dizzying circles, moving almost as fast as the room was. Was he seriously telling me that he was going to be forced to feel my connection to Dominic every time he touched me? That the longer I stayed away from Dominic, the more frenzied my feelings would get? And that it was never going to stop for the rest of our lives? My ears rang like alarm bells as the implications sank further into my soul.  
 
    Touching me would become constant torture for him. No one in their right mind would want to live with that. And I would never ask him to. The future that we could have had—that we were supposed to have—just detonated right in front of my face. I was ruined…ruined for Trace. Dominic had made sure of it. And I couldn’t even hate him for it. I couldn’t even wish him dead because I wouldn’t mean it. The bloodbond wouldn’t let me mean it. 
 
    Oh, my God. 
 
    I bent forward, gasping for air again. Grasping for pieces of my ruined life as they fluttered away from me like debris caught in a storm. I needed air. I needed Dominic—I needed him to put me back together again. 
 
    “You need to calm down. You’re hyperventilating.” 
 
    I felt Trace’s hand on my back, the electricity between us instantly took flight through my body as he tried to soothe me. But it was only another painful reminder of what could have been. Of what will never again be. My legs trembled until they gave out and I collapsed onto the ground. Trace was right there with me.  
 
    For now anyway.  
 
    I knew that it was only a simple matter of time before he wouldn’t be. Tears brimmed and dropped freely to the ground like rain. I didn’t bother hiding them or covering up this time. There was no point, and I didn’t have the energy to keep fighting these losing battles. I didn’t have the strength to keep losing the people I loved most. 
 
     “Jemma. Please. Look at me.” His voice was so soft it tickled my ears when he spoke. 
 
    I shook my head, pushing the softness away. I didn’t want to listen to him. I didn’t want to look at him. It was only going to make it that much harder when he was gone for good.  
 
    “Come on, don’t do that.” He picked up my chin and turned my face to his. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    I looked back up at him through blurry tears, and I saw it. I saw it right there on his face—the determination—the doomed countenance of a man who was determined to keep his hand on the fire despite his own burning flesh.  
 
    My heart splintered, split right down the middle like cheap plastic because I knew I couldn’t let him do that. I couldn’t allow him to suffer through that. I loved him too much to ever consciously allow him to feel that kind of twisted pain.  
 
    No matter how willing he thought he was.  
 
    I opened my mouth to say just that, to tell him the words I never thought I’d say, but they never made it out. He shut me up the only way he knew how.  
 
    He kissed me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 22. KNOCKING ON HEAVEN’S DOOR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trace’s lips crashed against mine like a wave throwing itself against the shore—turbulent at first, and then slow and languid as he took me back out to sea with him. I’d like to say that I was strong enough to resist his current, that I fought against the wave that washed me under, but that would be a lie. I kissed him back hungrily, savoring the sweet taste of sugar and liquor on his lips as our mouths molded together in the most beautiful of tragic ways.  
 
    For that brief moment in time, there was no hurt from the past, no fear of tomorrow. It was just me and the beautiful boy I loved, vibrating seamlessly in the here and now.  
 
    “Trace,” I whimpered against his mouth as my hands moved over the planes of his bare chest. I meant for them to push against him, to stop us from going too far, but they seemed to have a mind of their own.  
 
    His eyes darkened as his tongue dipped past the small opening of my mouth. 
 
    A soft moan escaped my throat and suddenly, I was on my back, my skin pressing hard against the cold wooden floor. But I didn’t feel it. All I could feel was the warmth of his body covering mine, and the softness of his lips as he kissed me with enough heat to set the world on fire.  
 
    Lifting his knee, he eased my legs apart and lowered himself down between my thighs. My heart thundered at his nearness, at the unadulterated intimacy between us. I didn’t think it could get any better—feel any better with him, and then he dug his fingers into my hips and deepened the kiss into something that was so much more than a kiss.  
 
    There was no coming up for air then, no stopping to make sense out of any of this. We were moving full speed ahead in a vessel that had no breaks… 
 
    No hope for tomorrow. 
 
    He drew back, his eyes glowing like blue fire as he struggled to steady his breath. “Don’t talk like that, Jemma.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” I reminded him as I tried to steal another kiss from his lips, but he wouldn’t give in to me. 
 
    “You know what I mean. There’s hope,” he insisted, though I wasn’t entirely sure he believed it himself. 
 
    “Is there?” I reached up and nipped his bottom lip. “Because I don’t feel it anymore,” I said without bothering to edit the truth. I didn’t see the point in pretending anymore. A future together was impossible now, utterly hopeless.  
 
    And I didn’t want to think about that. I didn’t want to exist inside that hopelessness. I just wanted to sink into this stolen moment with him and keep our doomed reality at bay. 
 
    “That’s just the bloodbond talking. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I tried and failed to kiss him again.  
 
    He leaned in and whispered hot in my ear. “I’m going to fix this, Jemma. I swear to God I will.” 
 
    My eyes slammed shut, chasing away images I didn’t want to see anymore. “Can we not do this right now?” I pleaded with him, my throat bone-dry. I didn’t want to hear this. I didn’t want to listen to empty promises I knew he couldn’t fulfil about a future we no longer had.  
 
    “It’s not an empty promise,” he answered, refusing to let up. “I’m not going to stop until I find a way to get you back. If magic created the bond, then magic can break it.” 
 
    He knew more than anyone that magic couldn’t be undone. It was false hope, and I didn’t want any part of it. “You’re drunk, Trace.” 
 
    “I may be drunk, but I still love you, Jemma. And I’m not giving you up.” 
 
    Hearing him say those words only made the vise-grip around my heart clamp down harder.  
 
    No more words.  
 
    Words hurt. 
 
    “I’m done talking, Trace.” I reached up and looped my arms around his neck, desperate to pull him back down to me—to kiss me and let our want for each other torch everything else around us. I shifted under him, grinding my hips against his. “Finish what you started.”  
 
    He let out a low, rumbling groan at the back of his throat.  
 
    “Kiss me,” I pushed. 
 
    “Not until you say it. I need to hear you say it.” 
 
    I had no idea what he wanted me to say and I was too afraid to ask him. 
 
    His thumb grazed my bottom lip, sending ripples of desire shooting through my body. “Tell me you still want me,” he said softly, staring down at me as pieces of his ebony hair fell between us. “Tell me we’re going to be together when this is over, just like we planned.”  
 
    My resolve was starting to buckle. I shook my head, barely able to look him in the eye.  
 
    The crackling sound of burning firewood filled the silence.  
 
    “So, you’ve already given up on us then?” His eyes glimmered as he unlatched my arms from his neck and pulled away from me, taking all hope of a temporary sanctuary right along with him. He sat back on his legs and stared across at me, his bare chest heaving at petrifying speeds. 
 
    The loss of his warmth immediately sobered me, brought me right back to my current living nightmare. 
 
    “There is no us anymore, Trace,” I snapped at him, angry that I wasn’t in his arms anymore; in his future. I pulled my knees up to my chest and hugged them. “Don’t you get it? We’re nothing but a pipedream now. I’m bonded to Dominic for the rest of my life, and it’s only going to get stronger with every passing day. We’re literally on borrowed time and the clock is ticking faster than I can even stand.” I swallowed the burn at the back of my throat. “So tell me again how we’re going to be together? Tell me how this isn’t hopeless!” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, but I could see him flexing his jaw, working hard to contain whatever raw emotion my words conjured up in him.  
 
    “Even if you were willing to deal with that for the rest of your life…” I shook my head at the irony of it all. 
 
    “You have no idea what I’d be willing to live through for you, Jemma.” His sapphire eyes flared as something primal flashed through them. “I’ll walk into Hell with you just to be able to stand beside you.” 
 
    Sweet baby Reapers.  
 
    I fought back tears as my emotions started to overwhelm me. I couldn’t let him destroy himself. I couldn’t allow my want for him—my want for us—to cloud over the storm that was coming for him.  
 
    “I know you would, Trace,” I said without the faintest mark of doubt in my heart. “And that’s exactly the problem, because I’m not willing to let you do that.” My words lingered in the air between us, pulling us down like gravity. 
 
    I had to find a way stop this thing with Trace and I had to do it before my mind became too consumed with Dominic to care one iota about Trace’s pain and suffering. I needed to find the strength to push him away while I still loved him...before it was too late and I obliterated every last piece of his beautiful heart.  
 
    Oh God, the room was closing in on me again, trapping me inside a box I couldn’t exist in.  
 
    “I can’t do this, Trace. I don’t want this. This isn’t what I want.” My throat tightened into a noose-like knot as the words rambled out of me. 
 
    “Jemma—” 
 
    “Take me back to Dominic’s.” I jumped up to my feet and paced the small space between us as I tried to fill my lungs with enough air to breathe properly. This wasn’t going to end well for us—it wasn’t going to end well for him. “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have come here.” 
 
    He stood up and took a slow, cautious step towards me. “Just take a deep breath, okay? You’re panicking.” 
 
    “Hell-yeah I’m panicking,” I said, gasping for morsels of air.  
 
    “I’m right here. Everything’s going to be okay.”  
 
    Oh God, oh no. I suddenly felt it in my belly; the words that had been sitting there like a lump of coal were moving upward to the surface, pushing through me as they bumbled out of my mouth without my permission. “I need Dominic! I need him! Take me back to him right now! Please,” I begged. 
 
    He flinched as though I slapped him across the face. 
 
    I wanted to back-peddle, to take back the words, but nothing came out. I just stared at him, shaking my head as if silently answering a question that no one asked.   
 
    “I know you don’t mean that,” he said and took another careful step towards me. His voice a husky whisper in my ears. “It’s just the bloodbond talking. You have to fight it, Jemma. Don’t stop fighting it.” 
 
    “I can’t.” My hands were shaking now, trembling as though I were going through withdrawals again. The only thing I wanted to do right then was run back to Dominic and throw myself down at his feet—to beg him to make the ache go away.  
 
    Trace closed the remaining gap between us. “Look at me, Jemma,” he said, cupping my cheeks with his strong hands as he pulled up my face. “I swear to God I’m going to find a way to break the bond, but you need to keep fighting it until I do. You can’t give in, do you hear me?” 
 
    I shook my head again, trying to wiggle free.  
 
    “I love you, Jemma! Stay with me,” he pleaded. “Fight it!” 
 
    His words reverberated through my brain as though looking for something to latch on to—as though looking for the remnants of the love I once had for him. It was still there of course, sequestered in some dark corner as an uncontrollable force continued to lay down brick after brick around it.  
 
    If only my feelings for him had disappeared when the bloodbond formed. It would be so much easier to give up and walk away from him if I didn’t care about him. But that wasn’t the case. Not by a long shot. 
 
    He was still my forever dream and I loved him with the realest, most sacred part of my heart.  
 
    “That’s it, just keep breathing,” he whispered softly as my breathing gradually returned to normal.  
 
    The room, which had been too small and unforgiving, stopped feeling as though it were closing in on me, and my trembling hands steadied themselves out.  
 
    Unfortunately, I was still left with the bitter taste of the words I had spewed out at him.  
 
    “I don’t care about that,” he answered, still holding my face. 
 
    “I’m so—”  
 
    He pressed his finger against my mouth to silence me, his eyes examining and searching with purpose.  
 
    When he was certain that I wasn’t going to apologize again, his finger moved from my mouth as his thumb lightly traced the shape of my lips. There was a hunger in his eyes, a look of starvation as he gazed down at my mouth, and it matched my own perfectly. Dipping his head, he brought his mouth to mine and gently caressed my lips with his.  
 
     I never thought it was possible for something to feel so right, yet entirely wrong, and at the same exact time. But that’s exactly what I was feeling. Everything inside me was warring against itself. 
 
    “Trace…I don’t think we should,” I whispered against his mouth, my hands flattened against his ripped stomach. I still had no idea how strong the bloodbond was going to get and whether or not resisting it would truly prove to be my downfall. And frankly, after the panic attack I just had, I wasn’t interested in testing out that theory tonight.  
 
    “Please don’t push me away,” he pleaded, resting his forehead against mine. “I need you right now.” He slinked his arms around my waist and kissed me again. It was a gentle kiss—tender and soft, but it still incited a rush of heat through my body that made my knees feel like jelly.  
 
    All the bad fell away from me as his hands slipped under my sweater and then glided up my back, leaving trails of fire where his hands had been. Whatever restraint I had left snapped like a rubber band as I sank deeper into the kiss.  
 
    Without taking his mouth off mine, he grabbed my hips and lifted me up, wrapping my legs around him as though I were feather light. Our bodies molded together as he walked us blindly down the hall to his bedroom. My heart was pounding so hard, I feared I was nearing cardiac arrest territory.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said against my mouth as he kicked the door open behind me. “I’ll bring you back, Jemma. I’ll always be here to bring you back.” 
 
    We collapsed onto the bed together, our bodies entwined like lace. Trace repositioned himself between my legs and I hungrily squeezed my thighs against his hips, welcoming him back home. Our desire was palpable, overwhelming, and it scared the crap out of me. My mind sputtered out warnings, heeding me to slow down and think this through beyond tonight, but my body was aching for him in a way I could no longer control.  
 
    I knew this was going to wreck me, completely undo me, and I wasn’t even sure I cared anymore. 
 
    Trace hesitated, retreating slightly, but I quickly locked my arms around his neck and held him against me. He had a habit of getting into my head and letting my anxieties stop him from taking the next step—from pushing us over the edge, and all I wanted to do tonight was dive into the open air.  
 
    His lips moved down to my neck, peppering the sensitive spot below my ear with molten kisses that made my legs shake. I felt his hands near my waist again and I held my breath as he grabbed the hem of my sweater and slowly brought it up. He stopped just below my chest. Always cautious.  
 
    Always careful. 
 
    “Is this okay?” he asked, his voice deep and grainy and filled with need. 
 
    I didn’t trust myself not to tremble when I spoke, so I didn’t. I nodded my head up and down and then bit my lip as he pulled my sweater up over my head, tossing it behind us on the floor somewhere in the dark.  
 
    He gazed down at me for the longest moment of my life and I swore my heart came to a complete stop in my chest before exploding into overdrive.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful, Jemma.” His dimples popped as he licked his lips. “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.” 
 
    God, the way he was looking at me—I could spend the rest of my life searching and I’d never find another moment where I felt more beautiful and more alive than I did just then. 
 
    He lowered his mouth to mine and gently parted my lips with his. Sparks crackled around me, inside of me, shooting off electricity like a nuclear power plant as his tongue slipped inside my mouth again. I arched back, and then into him, hungry for more of him as his mouth and tongue moved on to explore the unchartered parts of my body. He touched me like he wanted to memorize me, to devour me wholly. And God, I wished he would.  
 
    He pressed himself against me, letting me feel all of him, and I gasped as he quickly slid back up and covered my mouth with his. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take of this before I unraveled into a million pieces. 
 
    “Do you want me to slow down?” he asked, breathing heavy against my lips. 
 
    “No. Keep going,” I pleaded, panting just as wildly as he was. I didn’t want him to stop—not now and not ever.  
 
    “Then I won’t,” he promised as a sexy smile curved his mouth, setting off both dimples at the same time.  
 
    And lord knew, I lived and breathed for those dimples. I tried to reach out and touch them, to kiss them, but his lips had other plans. 
 
    Sliding away again, his hands caressed my skin as his mouth trailed a row of steamy hot kisses down my bare abdomen, stopping just below my belly button. My breathing hitched as he untied the string to my jogging pants and then looked back up at me as he wet his lips, his fingers touching me experimentally—asking my permission to continue.  
 
    I was about to give it to him when his gaze shifted away from me and locked onto something just over my left shoulder. “What the—” 
 
    “What?” I turned my face to the side, but I didn’t see anything. “What is it?” I asked growing nervous as I followed his eyes over my shoulder. My entire body froze. 
 
    Holy paranormal activity!  
 
    Every single piece of furniture in the room was suspended in the air, hovering at least two feet off the ground as though the force of gravity had disappeared from the room. Everything, including the bed we were making out on. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I shrieked, covering up my chest as Trace drew back from me.  
 
    “Don’t move,” he ordered, his voice a firm whisper.  
 
    Slowly, he stepped down from the bed and straightened himself out. With his brows furrowed, he did a slow spin, taking in the strange scene around us.   
 
    “What is this? What’s going on?” I asked him, hating the fact that I wasn’t in his arms, now more than ever. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Give me your hand,” he said as he reached out to help me get down from the floating bed. 
 
    Taking his hand, I slowly lifted myself into a sitting position as I kept my free arm across my chest. The minute I was sitting, all of the furniture in the room dropped to the ground with a thud, scaring the crap out of me. Trace had already yanked me forward into his arms before I could feel the impact of the bed crashing down against the floor.  
 
    My eyes bugged out of my head as my heart thumped against my ribcage. “Did that really just happen?” 
 
    “I think so,” he said, apparently not trusting his eyes either.  
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    “I’m not sure.” He was shaking his head, his arm still looped tightly around my waist. “I think…” 
 
    “You think what? What is it?” 
 
    He looked down at me, his stormy eyes nervously searching my face. “I think it might have been you.” 
 
    “Me what?” I blinked up at him, confused.  
 
    “I think you…somehow…suspended the furniture.” His brows creased as though he were troubled by his own words. His eyes roamed the room again as though scouring it for evidence. “Everything dropped as soon as you sat up.” 
 
    “And what exactly did I suspend it with what, Trace? My magic breast?” 
 
    He cracked a smile. “They are pretty magical.” 
 
    I smacked him on the chest. “Be serious!” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jemma. With your mind, with magic. I’m not sure,” he said and furrowed his brows again.  
 
    “I think you’re drunker than I thought.” I said and unlatched myself from his hold. “And I’m not sleeping in here. There’s something wrong with this room.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’s the r—” 
 
    I held my hand up to silence him. “Not tonight, Trace. Tonight, it’s the room.” 
 
    His eyes met mine and softened as understanding set in. “Okay.” 
 
    He knew that I knew there was something going on with me, something I unleashed when I’d invoked, but not tonight there wasn’t. Tonight, I was just a normal girl with a beautiful boy and everything was right in the world.  
 
    I lifted up on my toes and kissed his soft lips. “Should we continue this in the other room?” I whispered, trying my best to sound seductive, to lure him back into me. 
 
    He glanced back at the bed and then the dresser that had been floating about not even two minutes ago and he clenched his jaw. “I think we should call it a night. It’s late and you need to get some rest.” 
 
    “But I’m not tired,” I said, lifting on my toes again to entice another kiss from him. 
 
    He didn’t take the bait. “I’m going to grab a quick shower.” He kissed the top of my head and then started to turn. 
 
    I grabbed his arm and pulled him back to me. “Do you want me to join you?”  
 
    Honestly, I had no idea where that came from or what kind of voodoo had gotten into me. 
 
    There was a flicker of heat in his eyes but he quickly shuttered it as his gaze traveled over my head again. “A cold shower,” he clarified and then kissed my forehead before stalking off. 
 
    Disappointment settled in my gut. 
 
    “One of these days you’re going to have to finish what you started,” I called after him, but he had already closed the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 23. IMPLOSION 
 
      
 
      
 
    I dreamt of Dominic that night—short blond curls and wayward fangs at every turn of my unconsciousness. What were once nightmares filled with torment had now become something else. Something illicit and inviting. I stirred awake in the bed next to Trace, sweat dotting my forehead as an uncomfortable heat needled through me.   
 
    Trace had mentioned that the longer I stayed away from Dominic, the stronger the pull would be. And he was right. Only it wasn’t a pull anymore. It was more. An urge. An unrelenting craving for something my body had grown use to receiving. I needed it—him—and I couldn’t seem to shake it no matter how hard I tried.  
 
    I quietly climbed out of the bed and tiptoed out of the guestroom and down the hallway to the kitchen. Grabbing a glass from the cupboard, I turned on the water and let it run cold before splashing my face with it and then filling up the glass. My hand tremored as I brought the glass to my lips.  
 
    This is so not good.  
 
    It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours yet since the last time I’d made physical contact with Dominic and already I was starting to lose it. I mean, my mind was still all there—I could reason through it well enough. But inside, my emotions were stirring, twisting into a funnel that was ransacking my body from the inside out.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold it together before everything came spilling out. 
 
    “What are you doing up?” asked Trace from the hallway. He leaned his shoulder into the entrance wall.  
 
    “I couldn’t sleep.” I decided to leave out the part about how I couldn’t stop having illicit dreams about Dominic. He really didn’t need to hear that part. 
 
    “Your hand is shaking,” he said, ticking his chin to my trembling hand and then pushing off the wall. He walked up to me and picked up my hand, trying to soothe me.  
 
    I didn’t want him reading my thoughts so I quickly pulled my hand back. “It’s nothing, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Jemma—” 
 
    “Were you serious about finding an antidote for the bond?” I asked him, my voice cracking as I spoke the words I’d been too afraid to think of. “Because if this is another pipedream, I don’t want to waste my time hoping for it.” 
 
    “I’m not stopping until I find a way to break it.” He caressed my cheek with the back of his knuckles. 
 
    I turned my cheek into his touch.  
 
    “But you said the bond is permanent…that I sealed it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but so is Lucifer’s tomb,” he reminded, his eyes flaring with nefarious ideas. “If that can be busted open than so can this. We just gotta find something or someone powerful enough to break it.” 
 
    “Like the Sisters of Roderick.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And what if that doesn’t work?” 
 
    “Then I dust him and the bond dies with him.” He already had this all worked out in his mind from the moment I told him about the bond. 
 
    Panic shot up through my body. “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because, Trace! You can’t kill Dominic. I can’t…let you do that,” I warned him, but he didn’t falter. 
 
    “It’s just the bloodbond messing with you head. You’ll get over it,” he said, stroking my cheek again. 
 
    “No I won’t!” I knocked his hand away as anger trilled through my veins. “It’s not just the bloodbond. It’s not! Stop saying that! He’s…he’s my friend, Trace. He saved my life. I won’t let you kill him.” 
 
    “Jemma—” 
 
    “No!” I quickly cut him off not wanting to hear any more of his reasoning. “Besides, how do you know that killing him won’t kill me? We’re bonded, remember? What if the link goes both ways? What if it goes beyond death?” 
 
    “You have the Amulet, Jemma. You can’t die.” 
 
    “And what if I do? What if the bond’s magic outweighs the Amulet’s magic? Are you’re willing to risk that? Are you willing to risk me?” I shot back, furious at him. 
 
    He flexed his jaw muscles. His eyes hardened as though he hadn’t thought about it that way. After a short pause, he said, “Look, I’m not saying I’m going to do anything tonight. We’ll look for the sisters and we’ll try to find another way to do this.” 
 
    “And then? What if we don’t find another way?” 
 
    “I’m getting you back one way or another, Jemma. You do the math.”  
 
      
 
    The urge to go to Dominic—to run to him—had become overbearing by morning. My palms were sweaty and my breath was short. It was as though I were losing my ability to function properly without him, and Trace was right there to witness the whole thing, further cementing his need for a backup plan.  
 
    While I could see the worry on his face, he didn’t say anything about it, and I was grateful for it. I already felt bad enough without him vocalizing how bad I was knifing his insides, or worse, reminding me how much he wanted to kill Dominic for this. While that helped, it wasn’t nearly enough because by the time we finished breakfast (most of which I didn’t touch), things had taken a complete nose-dive. I was starting to get uncontrollably anxious, and twitchy, until it became clear to both of us that I was going to have to return to Dominic’s if I had any hope of keeping myself together long enough for us to find the sisters, and an antidote.   
 
    Frankly, I wasn’t interested in going full Fatal Attraction so I planned on staying as close to Dominic as he would allow me to get. And knowing Dominic, I’d get free reign.  
 
    Thick plumes of fog wafted over Huntington Manor as Trace and I pulled into the driveway. We hadn’t said much to each other on the way over here, and while I couldn’t even begin to imagine what was running through his head, I also didn’t spare it much of my attention. By that point, I was too busy counting down the minutes until I could see Dominic again and finally get some relief for this bloodbond from hell.  
 
    “Good morning, angel,” smiled Dominic as he swung open the front door.  
 
    My desperate need to be in his presence quickly eased, leaving way for logic and reason. And rage. 
 
    I openly glared at him. “You are so dead.” 
 
    “Is that any way to greet the man that saved your life? Multiple times.” 
 
    I pushed passed him and walked inside the house, Trace was right behind me. “How could you not tell me? I trusted you, Dominic!” I said, whipping around to face him.  
 
    Trace scoffed. He was standing just a few inches away and I could tell he was working hard to restrain himself. He’d promised me that he wasn’t going to make this any more difficult on me than it already was, and while he was keeping his hands to himself, I could tell they were itching to disfigure Dominic’s face. 
 
    “What choice did we have, angel?” Dominic crossed his arms and stared down at me. He knew exactly what I was fuming over. “You needed strength and you needed to heal quickly so I did what I had to do. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “You bonded me to you for life!” I spat, jabbing my finger into the center of his chest. “That wasn’t part of the deal.” 
 
    He stared down at my little finger pushing into his chest and fought back a smile. “I had to improvise.” 
 
    “Well, improvise this, pal. Not only are you going to help me track down those sisters to undo that damn spell they did, but when they’re done with that, you’re going to make them find a spell to break the bond.”  
 
    “There is no such spell.” 
 
    “You better hope there is, dead boy,” answered Trace as he took a menacing step towards Dominic. “Because if there isn’t, I’m doing this my way and my way ends with you in a pile of dust.” 
 
    Dominic’s back straightened as Trace’s warning sank in. “Well that’s quite an unfortunate turn of events.” 
 
    “Only for you,” said Trace. “The only reason you’re still standing right now is because I promised Jemma I’d let her try this her way. But don’t get comfortable,” he said, taking another step to Dominic. “You’re on borrowed time.” 
 
    “And I thank you for it, love.” Dominic bowed his head to me as he flashed one of his signature smirks.  
 
    My gaze got caught on his mouth as a searing image of his fangs breaking through my skin flashed through my mind.  
 
    Stupid brain. Stupid bloodbonded brain! 
 
    His little smirk turned into a full, seductive grin. “A penny for your thoughts, love?” he asked slyly as though he knew exactly were my mind had gone. 
 
    “You’re so going to burn in Hell for this.” I glowered at him before blowing past him on the way to the den.  
 
    Honestly, there was no point going back and forth about it with him. It was done, solidified in blood, and stomping my feet about it would only get him all riled up. And I didn’t need Dominic all riled up.  
 
    My focus would be better much spent fixing the problem and not crying about it because the sooner we found those witches, the sooner I’d get my freewill and emotions back. And that’s exactly what I intended to do. 
 
    “Tell me you have something on the sisters,” I said as I plopped down on the red sofa, anxious to get this thing started. My hands were getting clammy again and I really wasn’t looking for a sweaty repeat of last night. 
 
    “As always, love, your wish is my command,” said Dominic as he took the chair across from me. He was enjoying this way too much. “I put the word out for us and made a few calls last night. It just so happens that they’re doing a job less than two hours away from here. If we leave now—” 
 
    Trace scoffed again.  
 
    “Problem, Romeo?” 
 
    “Yeah. Your whole shtick sounds a little too convenient.” Suspicion darkened his Adonis features. 
 
    “I didn’t say they agreed to help us. Only that I knew their whereabouts. What comes after that is up in the air.” 
 
    Trace didn’t answer, but I could see he still didn’t trust him. 
 
    I, on the other hand, wasn’t willing to let go of what little hope we had. “It’s a start, Trace, and right now it’s the only thing we got.” I turned back to Dominic. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “As soon as you’d like, angel. I take it Romeo will be joining us this time around?” 
 
    “What do you think, dead boy?” Trace clenched his jaw, his dimples igniting on both sides as the muscles flexed. 
 
    Before Dominic could respond to him, our attention turned to the sound of the front door opening. My gaze snapped to Dominic to see if he was expecting someone, but his face gave no inclination of it.  
 
    “Shh!” I hushed them even though neither one of them were talking. My heart was pounding so fast and hard in my ears, I could barely hear my own thoughts. “It’s a Rev.”  
 
    I had no idea why I said that or what made me think it was a Revenant, but I did.  
 
    I felt it.  
 
    After a few brisk footsteps from the hallway, Gabriel Huntington appeared in the doorway, confirming I wasn’t batshit crazy. He was wearing dark jeans and a dark burgundy t-shirt topped off with his black leather jacket and absolutely no hint of a smile. His eyes immediately fell on me and remained there until Dominic finally broke the uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us, brother.” He sank back in his seat and crossed his legs, gearing himself up to ruffle Gabriel’s feathers as usual. “I see you’re taking full advantage of that pesky day-walking conundrum.”  
 
    Gabriel didn’t respond. He just continued staring at me like a deer caught in the headlights. There were so many emotions swirling in his eyes, it was making me dizzy trying to figure them all out.  
 
    “Wait. Day-walking?” I was sure I heard that wrong. But then, how did Gabriel just stroll into here in the middle of the day without self-combusting? 
 
    Holy shit on a stick. 
 
    There had to be another explanation…some kind of Bat Mobile and UV protection gear. Okay, so I had no idea what I was talking about.   
 
    “It appears that spell did a lot more than just color the sky, love,” said Dominic not even bothering to hide the fact that he was reveling in this unexpected consequence. And by the looks on everyone’s faces, that only made one of us. 
 
    “I was worried sick about you,” said Gabriel. His eyes hadn’t strayed even an inch from mine. There was no avoiding the anchor of disappointment weighing them down.  
 
    I stood up from the couch, fiddling with my fingers as I tried to find the right words to explain why he wasn’t one of the very first calls I made as soon as I got back. I came up empty.  
 
    “I’m an ass.” I shrugged my shoulder as a pile of lame excuses came bubbling out of my mouth. “It was late when we got back, and I was so tired from everything that happened, and—” 
 
    “I thought you were dead.” He took a step into the room, driving his point right into my heart.  
 
    “Nope. Not dead. You know me, nine lives and all,” I offered in a joking manner, but his serious expression didn’t falter. I realized I wasn’t going to be able to joke my way out of this. He was worried and hurt and I owed him a galactic-sized apology. “I’m sorry, Gabriel. I meant to call you—I should have called.”  
 
    “Yes, you should have.”  
 
    “In her defense,” said Dominic, “She had just come back from slaying Engel and thwarting his plans to take over the world. I’d venture she was quite exhausted.” 
 
    Gabriel’s eyes softened a little, and I swore it looked like there was some pride in there too. “Don’t ever do that again. Do you undertand?” 
 
    You have my word.” I grinned and then shuffled over to him. “God, I missed you.” Bouncing on the tips of my toes, I wrapped him in a bear hug and squeezed. When I pulled back, his moss-colored eyes glimmered at me and I knew I had him back. 
 
    “I…I missed you too.” While he looked wholly uncomfortable saying the words, I could tell he meant them. 
 
    “Does Tessa know I’m back?”  
 
    “I called her as soon as I heard.” His eyes shifted to Dominic, letting me know he was the one who let Gabriel in on everything that had happened.   
 
    “I figured he ought to at least know you were alive,” said Dominic. He wanted to appear nonchalant about it, but I could tell there was something more to it. He knew Gabriel was important to me and that he would be worried sick about me, and even though he didn’t fully trust his brother when it came to matters of the Council, he knew that I cared about him. 
 
    “Thank you,” I nodded over to Dominic and then turned my attention back to Gabriel, anxious to get some intel out of him. “What about the Council? Do they know?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I haven’t said a word to them.” His eyes sharpened when he added, “Dominic told me what happened the night of the party. I…I don’t really know what to say.” 
 
    “So, you think they were behind it too?” I already knew they were, but I wanted to see where his head was at. 
 
    His expression soured. “I don’t see how it could have been anyone else,” he said and then dropped his head in shame as though the blood were on his hands too. “If I had known what they were planning—” 
 
    “I know.” I quickly cut him off. He didn’t need to explain anything to me. I knew he would have tried to stop them, or at the very least, warned me about it.  
 
    “What’s the official word on her?” asked Trace. He was standing with his shoulder against the threshold, his arms crossed over his husky chest. “I haven’t been able to get a straight answer from anyone.” 
 
    “Same,” Gabriel said and then turned back to me. “Your status was changed to Active Duty the day after you disappeared.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means they’re trying to cover their tracks,” answered Trace. “Make it look like you’ve been out on official business so no one suspects they tried to take you out.” 
 
    “Is that true?” I looked to Gabriel for confirmation. 
 
    “It does appear that way,” he said, regret heavy in his eyes. 
 
    I couldn’t believe the lengths they would go to get rid of me and then hide to truth about what really happened. If I had any doubt before, it had completely evaporated now. They were behind my attack, of that I was sure, and the minute they found out I was still alive, they were going to come for me again. 
 
    The only way to get them off my tail now was to eradicate my threat to them entirely. Unfortunately, there was only two ways to do that: I either had to be dead for good or I had to go to Hell and slay the devil himself.  
 
    Like, seriously. Eff my life. 
 
    I pulled in a breath and tried to re-center myself. I could only focus on putting out one fire at a time or I risked falling head-first into the whole damn inferno.  
 
    “Have they said anything about the sky?” I asked, hoping he could give us some insight into what we were up against. 
 
    “The Council’s been on lockdown since last night. No one is getting in or out of Temple.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “That bad?” 
 
    “It appears the dimensional walls have been compromised between our world and the others. Sanguinarium in particular has begun bleeding into our Realm. Hence the red sky and the day-walking.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” I knew it was bad, but I didn’t think it was apocalyptic bad. I lowered myself back onto the couch in case my legs decided to give out on me. They had a habit of doing that at the worst possible times. 
 
    “They’re not sure how it happened, but they have their best High Casters working around the clock trying to reinforce the walls,” he continued, his voice sans emotion. “The only saving grace is that mortals don’t appear to see it.” 
 
    “Yeah, we figured as much when we didn’t see total chaos on the streets this morning,” said Trace as he bounced a look between me and Gabriel. “Everyone was just going about their business, getting their latte’s and shit.” 
 
    “I almost wish that wasn’t the case.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, baffled. The last thing we needed was mass hysteria.  
 
    “Unfortunately, word is spreading quickly through the Revenants hives,” answered Gabriel grimly. “There’s already been four animal attacks this morning, and I suspect that’s only the beginning.” 
 
    And by animal attacks, he meant vampire attacks covered up by the Council. 
 
    This was so not good. If Revenants were catching on that the sun was no longer a barrier to them, they’d have free reign to hunt all day and night, which meant twice as many victims, if not more.  
 
    “We need to find the sisters,” I said, running my palm over my clammy forehead. “We’re just sitting around wasting time when we should be on the road tracking them.” 
 
    “She’s right,” agreed Dominic and then took a sip of his drink.  
 
    I’d lost count of how many of those he had since we got there. “You might want to slow it down. It’s not even noon,” I reminded him. Plus, we really didn’t need him shitfaced if things went bad with the sisters.  
 
    “Always worrying about me.”  
 
    “Just making sure you don’t get us killed.”  
 
    “If you say so, angel,” he said with a wink. His eyes darkened with hidden meaning when he added, “Whatever helps you sleep at night.” 
 
    Heat immediately flamed my cheeks.  
 
    Gabriel watched our exchange before narrowing his eyes at me. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yes,” I sputtered, visibly affected. 
 
    “You seem flushed.” 
 
    I was beyond mortified. “I’m fine. I just want to get this over with.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was the stress of what was going on or the withdrawals from Dominic’s nightly visits, but sitting there with Gabriel witnessing my total system meltdown nearly pushed me over the edge.   
 
    “You don’t look fine,” said Trace as he stalked over to me, inspecting my face as he knelt down before me and then checked my temperature like I was nine years old.  
 
     “I’m fine,” I said as I looked around the room, my irritation growing thicker under my skin. All eyes were on me and it was only making me hotter and more sweaty. “Can everyone stop staring at me? I said I’m fine! Jeez, haven’t you people ever been hot before?”  
 
    “Easy, temptress.” 
 
    Gabriel gave a circular nod and then shifted his gaze to Dominic, eyeing him suspiciously. Trace never took his eyes off me. I wasn’t sure which one of them was more annoying at this point.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to lay down for a while?” 
 
    “No,” I gritted through my teeth. “I don’t want to lie down.” 
 
    “Stop pestering her,” said Dominic. “Can’t you see you’re irritating her.” He was staring right at Trace.  
 
    “You don’t know the first thing about her,” answered Trace, straightening out—readying himself for a fight. 
 
    “I assure you,” answered Dominic as he took a final sip of his drink and placed the glass on the table. “I know much more about her than you’ll ever know, and in ways you’ll never know her.”  
 
    That was all it took. Trace barreled across the room, lunging into Dominic like a raging bull out for blood. All I could see was a tangle of fists flying every which way as blood sprayed out from both of them. Gabriel quickly jumped in, clamping his hands down on both of their shoulders as he tried to pull them apart, but their attacks on each other were relentless.  
 
    They both wanted this fight and neither one was letting Gabriel get in the middle of them. Like marble statues of Greek gods come to life, they pounded their fists into each other until the sound of cracking bone filled the room.  
 
    “Stop it!” I yelled, but it wasn’t loud enough, or maybe they were just ignoring me. Anger and fear marred in my veins as my pulse pounded louder and louder in my ears. I was scared for the both of them, yet equally angry at them, and for completely different reasons that I hadn’t even begun to understand yet.  
 
    I couldn’t take the incessant fighting, the constant bickering and bloodshed. I had reached my boiling point. 
 
    I screamed again, this time louder than I’d ever screamed before, and as if on perfect cue, every piece of glass in the room shattered around us, bursting in the air like confetti.   
 
    All three of them ducked down, covering their heads as the shattered glass rained down all around us.  
 
    When the dust settled, they straightened to their full heights. Gabriel’s eyes immediately scanned the room, looking for clues as to what just happened while Dominic brushed off the small pieces of glass from his shirt.  
 
    And Trace…Trace just stared at me, wide-eyed and shell-shocked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 24. A ROUND PEG IN A SQUARE HOLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What just happened?” asked Gabriel, still looking nervously around the room for answers, waiting for someone to elaborate. His gaze paused on Trace upon noticing that he was staring directly at me. 
 
    “I…” I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. I had no idea what just happened.  
 
    Gabriel blinked as though trying to make sense out of the nonsense his brain was likely telling him. “Was…that you?” 
 
    Dominic’s head popped up from behind him, his interest suddenly piqued. He was about to laugh it off when he remarked my terrified expression. “Angel?” 
 
    They were all staring at me now.  
 
    “I…I don’t know what happened.” I wanted to tell them it wasn’t me, to stop gawking at me like I was some kind of telekinetic freak, but I wasn’t even sure of it myself.  
 
    A painful stretch of silence passed. 
 
    “Stop looking at me like that.” 
 
    Gabriel shook his head as though snapping himself out of a daze. “Has anything like this ever happened before?” he asked, taking a cautious step over the glass. The shards crunched under his boots as he moved towards me.  
 
    I wanted to lie and deny it—to cope the only way I knew how and make this all go away. But I couldn’t do that. I wasn’t that girl anymore. Living under a rock out of fear that the sun might burn me was no way to live. I refused to go back to that place.  
 
    I nodded to him that it had. 
 
    “How many times?” 
 
    “Twice.” I swallowed down hard. “It happened last night too.” 
 
    “Everything in the room just started levitating out of nowhere,” said Trace, folding his arms across his chest. “Including the bed we were on.” 
 
    Dominic’s face hardened at Trace’s last words, probably knowing he added them for his benefit.  
 
    “Did you invoke?” asked Gabriel, closing the remaining space between us. He glanced down at my hands, but I had them tucked inside the sleeves of my sweater.  
 
    “I’d say so,” answered Dominic for me. 
 
    Gabriel reached for my arm and brought it out to himself. He carefully rolled my sleeve back until the silver runes on my palm were revealed. Without pause, he followed the path further up my arm, still rolling the fabric up as he carefully took in the markings on the inside of my forearm.  
 
    “How come they don’t—” Did I really want to ask this question? Squaring my shoulders, I cleared my throat and tried again. “Why don’t they look like anyone else’s?”  
 
    It was bad enough that my Runes weren’t white like other Descendants, but on top of it, they were all over my arms like those who had pledged to the Dark Legion. The combination was something I’d never seen or read about before.  
 
    “I’m really not sure.” He was still examining my arm, his dark eyebrows pulled together as his moss-colored eyes painted tracks all over my skin. The perplexed expression on his face told me this was the first time he’d seen runes like this too, and with all his experience and knowledge on the topic, that couldn’t have been a good thing.  
 
    “You think it’s because of the bloodline?” asked Trace. The fact that he was still standing all the way on the other side of the room like I was freaking Medusa didn’t escape me.  
 
    “Possibly,” said Gabriel, still inspecting my strange markings. If Gabriel was anything, it was thorough. “I suspect that’s playing a significant role here.” He let go of my arm and met my eyes. “Unfortunately, we don’t have anyone else to compare this to so it’s hard to say for sure.” 
 
    “Do you think the Order would know? Maybe they have something in their books about it? Or the Vault?” I suggested. Not that I had any intention of going to them for help, but I wouldn’t be opposed to raiding the Vault and swiping the info out from under them. 
 
    “I haven’t come across anything about this, but it is possible.”  
 
    “And likely,” added Trace dryly. “They’re not exactly an open-book when it comes to this stuff. Trust me, they hide more than they tell.” 
 
    Gabriel didn’t answer him, but I could see the sadness in his eyes as the truth about the Order continued to sink in. This had been his life. His purpose. The only thing he believed in with his whole heart. And now what did he have? Where did that leave him? I couldn’t even imagine what he was feeling.  
 
    This entire ordeal was starting to depress me.  
 
    “We should get going if we want to catch up to them today,” I suggested and then looked over at Dominic apologetically. “I’m sorry about the mess. I’ll clean it up when we get back.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it, angel. I’ll have the staff come in while we’re away.” 
 
    That didn’t seem fair to me. I chewed on my bottom lip, though immediately stopped when Dominic’s gaze dropped to my mouth as though I were inviting him. How the heck was I going to concentrate with him around me? It was hard enough to stay focused around Trace, let alone with both of them together.  
 
    This had bad written all over it. 
 
    “Maybe you two should stay here,” I suggested and then ticked my head to Gabriel. “Gabriel can take me.” 
 
    He nodded that he was okay with that.  
 
    “Not happening,” said Trace, taking a step forward. “I’m not letting you out of my sight. I already told you that.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine with Gabriel. I can take care of myself, Trace. Besides, the sisters aren’t a threat to me. They had a chance to stay and fight me and they had no interest in it.”  
 
    “I’m coming. End of story.” He stomped over the broken glass and marched out of the room. I wasn’t sure if he was pissed off, worried, or offended by it. Something told me it was all of the above.  
 
    “And our little love triangle just became a square,” smirked Dominic as he followed him out of the room.  
 
    Great. Awesome.  
 
    Could this day get any worse?  
 
       
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 25. HAWTHORNE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain smacked down on us like plummeting sledge hammers as the four of us barreled down the highway towards the sleepy town of Hawthorne. Dominic’s contact had given us some intel about where the Roderick sisters were going to be holed up for the rest of the day, but we didn’t know much else beyond that. Including what kind of job they were doing or how receptive they would be to being tracked by a reluctant Slayer, a pissed off McSteamy Reaper and two very-easy-on-the-eyes vampire brothers that hated each other. 
 
    My guess was, they wouldn’t be receptive at all. 
 
    I glanced up at Dominic who was sitting in the front passenger seat, arguing with Gabriel over the fastest route to Hawthorne. Though to be fair, Gabriel appeared to be ignoring him entirely, so it was mostly just Dominic making sarcastic comments to himself. At least they were managing to exist in the same space for longer than two minutes.  
 
    Every stride counted.   
 
    I liked to think I had a hand in bringing them a little closer together than they were when I’d found them, and that made me smile a little. 
 
    Trace made a noise at the back of his throat and my eyes slid back to him. He was watching me watch Dominic. I suddenly had the overbearing urge to disappear under the SUV.  
 
    Sinking deeper into my seat, I turned my attention outside the window. The blur of looming evergreens zipped by me so quickly, it was as though they were never really there at all. Sometimes I felt just like those trees, rooted in mud with no escape, while my life sat in a car and passed me by. I shifted uncomfortably. When did everything get so complicated? So off the rails? I thought about how different my life would’ve been if I’d never come here; if my father had never been killed. With one flip of a coin—one changed event, I might have been back in the Cape, studying for finals with my best-friends and making ridiculously irresponsible plans for the summer.  
 
    Then again, I would have never met Trace.  
 
    Or Dominic and Gabriel. 
 
    Or Taylor. 
 
    And I’d still have no idea who I really was.  
 
    I wondered which fate would have been worse. 
 
    “Hey,” called Trace quietly, stirring my attention back to him. “You alright?” he asked, studying me.  
 
    “Never better,” I said acidly and then shrugged my shoulder. “Yeah, I’m alright.” 
 
    “You look tired.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I self-consciously ran a hand over my hair, looking for flyaways.  
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that.” He leaned over onto my side of the bench. “You know I think you’re beautiful,” he whispered, his breath tickling my ear as he spoke. 
 
    I smiled at him and then quickly faced forward, trying not to get swept up in his stormy eyes. I needed to keep a level head on and that was hard enough to do on a good day.  
 
    “You wanna lay your head down on me for a while? I can play with your hair,” he offered, making my stomach do a little back flip.  
 
    That sounded like heaven. For me, that is. Unfortunately, that kind of contact would only make him privy to the sickening number of times Dominic ran through my head in the span of sixty seconds and he so didn’t deserve that kind of suffering. 
 
     I quickly shook my head. “Thanks though.” I gave his hand a quick squeeze and immediately released it.  
 
    Trace’s eyes veered down to his hand, his eyebrows drawn together as the muscles in his arm tightened. 
 
    He was still looking at that same exact spot when I returned my attention back to the passing trees outside my window. It’s for his own good, I told myself, but all I could see in my mind was that heartbroken look on his face.  
 
      
 
    I must have fallen asleep watching the monotonous trees pass us by because when I opened my eyes, it was noon and we were stopped at a gas station, though you wouldn’t have known the time from the dull, overcast sky. It looked as though it had rained, or was just about to rain, though to be fair, it always looked that way around here. Gabriel was outside of the truck, pumping gas while Trace just stared out his window at the byway across from us. He looked preoccupied with something. Lost in some other moment in time.  
 
    “How long have I been sleeping?” I asked no one in particular, stretching my arms as my eyes adjusted to the gloomy light.  
 
    Dominic turned around and smirked at me. “Nearly the entire time, love. We’re in Hawthorne.” 
 
    My back straightened at this news. “Already? That was fast.”  
 
    “Time flies when you’re dreaming of better days.” 
 
    Trace abruptly kicked the door open and bounced out of the truck without saying a word to me as he stalked off to the convenient store attached to the gas station.  
 
    Um, okay. That was weird.  
 
    “What happened? What’s wrong with him?” I asked, confused and probably still a little groggy from having slept the whole way here. 
 
    Dominic’s smirk widened into a sweeping grin.  
 
    “What did you do?” I accused, narrowing my eyes at him. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing, angel,” he said, holding his hands up innocently.  “Scouts honor.” 
 
    “Oh, please. As if you were ever a Scout, Dominic.”  
 
    “Touché, angel. Touché.” 
 
    Gabriel hopped back into the driver’s seat and turned the ignition on before checking on me through the rearview mirror. “Good, you’re up.” He glanced over his shoulder at the empty seat. “Where did Trace go?” 
 
    “He took off inside the store. Dominic did something to piss him off and he’s not telling me what it is.” I didn’t care that I sounded like a ten-year-old. He was going to answer to somebody for this. Might as well be Gabriel. 
 
    Gabriel looked at Dominic who was practically laughing now and then faced forward again—not doing anything about it. That was so unlike Gabriel. 
 
    “Um, hello? Aren’t you going to say something to him?”  
 
    “Jemma…” Gabriel’s expression tensed. Whatever was going on, he was having a hard time coughing it out.  
 
    “What? What is it?” I pushed, my nerves suddenly taking precedence over my irritation.  
 
    “You were…” Gabriel cleared his throat. “Dreaming out loud.” 
 
    “Dreaming out loud?” What the hell did that even mean? 
 
    His eyes met mine in the mirror again. “Of Dominic,” he clarified, his voice strained.  
 
    “What are you—” Oh, my God. OH MY GOD. My eyes doubled in size. “No. I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, you most certainly were, angel.” 
 
    Something akin to utter and complete devastation crashed down on me. I was dreaming of Dominic. Out loud. In the car. And Trace heard the whole damn thing.  
 
    Flinging off my seatbelt, I jumped out of the car and took off running across the parking lot. I had to find him! I had to explain myself to him, and if need be, throw myself on the ground and beg for his forgiveness. I yanked open the door to the convenience store and stopped. A bell jangled over my head, but I barely noticed it or the store clerk sitting by the cash register. My entire being was too busy desperately searching through the aisles for Trace.  
 
    My stomach dipped as I spotted him at the back of the store, near the glass refrigerators. He was standing in front of the soft drinks, with the door pulled open and one hand pushed up against the frame. His head tipping low. My heart and shoulders joined my stomach on the floor.  
 
    I walked up to him, not entirely sure what I was going to say, but knowing that I had to go to him, I had to say something to make this better for him.  
 
    I called his name as I approached him from the back, but he didn’t turn around. He just continued staring at the rows of soft drinks. 
 
    My guilt smothered me. 
 
    “Trace…” I didn’t even know what to say to him. I lifted my hand to touch his back, to comfort him, but immediately dropped my hand. I couldn’t comfort him. My touch was a curse. God knows what else he’d see or feel or hear that would only further butcher his heart. 
 
    “Linley used to love this shit,” he said, holding a green can of soda in his hands. “I always told her it was going to kill her one of these days if she kept drinking so much of it, but she didn’t care.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t speak or move or breathe. 
 
    “If I’d have known what was coming, I would have bought her a lifetime supply of it.” He huffed out a laugh, though there was no joy or humor in it. “Ain’t life a bitch.” He dropped the can back on the shelf and grabbed a different colored one from the row below it.  
 
    I wanted to disappear into myself. 
 
    “You want anything?” he asked tentatively. He still wasn’t looking at me. 
 
    “No, thank you.” I shook my head, tears scorching my eyelids with promises of falling. 
 
    He slammed the fridge shut and started down the aisle.  
 
    “Trace, wait,” I pleaded, speed-walking to keep up with him. “I’m am so s—” 
 
    “Don’t.” He stopped short and whipped around to face me. His jaw was clamped down and his lips were pressed into a hard, uncompromising line. That was hard enough to look at, but his eyes…his eyes were completely shattered and wrecked from the inside out. “Don’t say a goddamn word about it, Jemma.” 
 
    His acidic tone stung more than a slap to the face. “Please—” 
 
    “I mean it,” he said, stepping into me. He was standing so close that his boots were clipping the tips of mine. “I’m two seconds away from ripping his fucking heart out of his chest. Do you get what I’m saying?” 
 
    Wide-eyed and speechless, I sucked in my bottom lip and nodded.   
 
    His eyes fell effortlessly to my mouth, though his shoulders were still tense and his breathing heavy and labored. I could tell he was working hard to keep himself together.  
 
    After a small pause, his shoulders sagged a little. “Look, I know it’s not your fault. I know it’s the bloodbond and I’m dealing with it as best as I can. But it’s still hard to swallow sometimes.” 
 
    Once again, he was in pain because of me. Once again, I’d managed to make his life just a little bit harder. A little bit suckier. My eyes slammed shut as I tried to block the harrowing images of his wounded eyes from burning themselves into my mind. I didn’t need another reason to loath my existence.  
 
    He picked up my chin, reigning in my attention. “The only thing that keeps me going is knowing that we’re going to be together in the end. Because what you have with Dominic, it isn’t real.” He dropped his voice so only the two of us could hear. “It’s just a shitty magic trick he forced on you when you weren’t looking.” 
 
    I felt my body recoil at his summary of what had transpired between me and Dominic. 
 
    “What we have though—what we feel for each other…that’s real, Jemma.” 
 
    My lips parted to say something to him, to tell him how much he really meant to me and how sorry I was for all the pain I caused him, but I couldn’t seem to articulate it to save my life.  
 
    He leaned in and pulled a tender kiss from my lips. “I know you love me, Jemma, even if you won’t say it. And I know we’re gonna be together, even if you can’t see it,” he said, running his thumb over my cheek. “If this is what I have to do to be with you—to get there with you, then I’ll do it.” 
 
    My legs weakened, but he was right there to keep me steady, just like he always was.  
 
    “It shouldn’t have to be that way.” I lowered my head, knowing that love wasn’t supposed to hurt. Even if I wasn’t hurting him on purpose, he was feeling the pain nonetheless. And he didn’t deserve that. He deserved the sun and the moon and all the brilliant stars in the sky. Not this. Not me.  
 
    “Then how should it be, Jemma?” His lip hiked up on one side. “Tell me how you want it to be and we’ll make it that way. We’ll carve out our own castle in the sky.”  
 
    I quirked an eyebrow at him and smiled. “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that.” 
 
    I stepped into him and wrapped my arms around his waist. “I honestly don’t know how you put up with all this, when most days, I can’t even stand my own self for it,” I admitted, keeping my voice as steady as I could—as honest I could. “But I promise you, Trace Macarthur. Someday I’m going to make it all worth it. Someday I’m going to be the woman you deserve to have by your side.”  
 
    If it was the last thing I ever did on this earth, I was going to honor that promise. 
 
    “I know you will, Jemma.” He leaned down and caressed my lips like a paint brush blessing its canvas. “And maybe then you’ll realize you were already her.” 
 
    He kissed me full on the mouth, sweeping me out of the here and now and into a place far less tangible, yet filled with the possibilities of a better day—a better life. In that moment, I didn’t need to wait around for that happily-ever-after to finally begin for us. I was already living it. 
 
    The door jangled at the front of the store, though neither Trace or I stopped to look up. I vaguely heard the clerk greeting someone as Trace slid his hand down my arms and around my waist. 
 
    A strange feeling gripped my insides, centering itself inside of me like a guttural warning that had nothing to do with Trace or the blessings he was bestowing on me with this lips. This had the mark of danger, the Mark of my birthright. My back stiffened and I knew. 
 
    Revenant. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 26. VAMPIRE STATION 
 
      
 
      
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as the smell of death touched my insides. My eyes followed the Revenant at the front of the store. He was asking the clerk something when his lips suddenly stopped moving mid-sentence as though distracted by something. I watched as his back stiffened into a rail, making him appear a little taller than he actually was, and then he slowly turned his face in my direction.  
 
    Dark, rabid eyes pinned me with their bloodlust. 
 
    “He can sense you,” said Trace, as if I hadn’t already figured that out.  
 
    The Cloak was a thing of the past—a mask I was never meant to wear and it died that night in the clearing right along with the old Jemma. I wasn’t afraid anymore. Not of this. Not of him.  
 
    In that moment, this was the only thing that made sense to me. The only thing I was certain of in a world filled with uncertainty, with trickery. My pulse quickened, and I could feel my body hungering for him, for his bloodshed at my hands, and I was powerless to do anything but bend to its will. 
 
    I pulled back from Trace, giving him a quick nod so that he understood this one was all mine. Trace hung back, worry etched in his eyes as he folded his arms across his chest and watched me.  
 
    Watching me, but not moving.  
 
    I crossed the back of the store, every step slow and measured as though they were mapped out for me in some other life, on some other Timeline. And the Revenant followed right along, mimicking my trek as it stalked me like prey. I smiled at the irony of it.  
 
    The bell went off again as Gabriel and Dominic stepped inside the store. Gabriel’s eyes instantly narrowed upon spotting the Revenant, though he didn’t come in any further. He barricaded the door and stood back, watching on from the sidelines, eager to see if his lessons had served me well. Dominic smiled as he hopped up on the counter, ready to get a front-row view of the action. 
 
    “You can’t sit there,” said the store clerk, though Dominic simply shushed him.  
 
    The Rev didn’t seem to notice either one of them as he turned down the center aisle, heading straight for me. He hadn’t broken eye contact with me once since he’d spotted me at the back of the store. It was as though he couldn’t see anyone else in the room. As though I were the only thing in existence, and he had to own me. 
 
    And like a lamb to the slaughterhouse, I lured him in with promises of possession. 
 
    Of taste.   
 
    I knew he would make the first move, and I wanted him to. He was crazed with hunger and he would be careless. His fangs clicked out as a deep growl permeated the air. As soon as he was close enough, his arm sliced out at me like a blade, but it was sloppy and desperate, and I dodged him with ease.  
 
    “Hey,” said the clerk at the front of the store. “What do you think you’re doing over there? I don’t know what you people are up to, but I’m calling the cops,” he warned. 
 
    “The cops?” Dominic chuckled as though he’d said something funny. “There’s nothing they can do to help you, pet, now kindly sit down and shut up.” 
 
    The Rev lunged at me again, both hands this time, but I easily sidestepped him, knocking him in the back of his head with my elbow. I whipped back around and faced him, ready for another round. 
 
    “Lovely form, angel.” 
 
    My skin tingled with awareness as I kept my focus on the Rev. His eyes were black as a moonless night, swirling with pools of sin and savagery. I could almost feel the carnage he’d caused in his lifetime, hear the calls of the innocent people he slaughtered. There was no hope for him, no repentance or salvation for his soul. It was up to me to reap justice for those who had fallen at his hands. It was up to me to make him pay for what he’d done to them. I felt it…inside—some place deeper than my skin and muscles and bones.  
 
    It was in my blood, my entire makeup—inside the blueprint of my being. 
 
    He swung out at me again, stumbling forward into air as I easily stepped around him. It was almost as though the room were moving in slow motion for me, waiting patiently for me as I carefully anticipated his next move. It wasn’t normal, but it felt natural and right, like this was the way I was always meant to be.  
 
    The Rev shook his head frantically as though trying to regain his composure, to chase away his bloodlust. But it was futile. He couldn’t control it, even as his survival instincts screamed at him to flee.  
 
    “I just…need…a taste,” he croaked, madness in his eyes. “One. Small. Taste.” 
 
    “Get in line,” chirped Dominic, his voice flat and distant.  
 
    Frowning, I tightened my fingers around my stake and then grabbed his neck with my free hand, pulling him into me—giving him what he thought he wanted. What he unknowingly would die for.  
 
    My touch seemed to infuse him, to broil him into a frenzy that had him dangling from my hands like a headless chicken. Frantic and desperate, he tried to bite out at me, to have himself just the tiniest of tastes, but it was a fruitless attempt that only made me smile at him victoriously.  
 
    “Not today,” I whispered and then plunged the stake through his chest.  
 
    He crumbled to the floor like waste. 
 
    My pulse immediately slowed down to a gentle, steady thrum. It was as though my body instinctively knew that the threat—the thing that I was destined to destroy over and over again for the rest of my life—was gone    
 
    “That was…” I pulled in a sharp intake of air. “Amazing,” I said, completely surprising myself. I didn’t expect to feel this way afterwards—I never had before, but it felt invigorating to finally be in control. To not be afraid. And I kind of wanted to do it again.  
 
    I mean, not really, but kind of.  
 
    “You’re getting very good at this, angel.” I looked up and met Dominic’s pointed gaze. He was still sitting on the counter as the store clerk stood motionless behind him with the phone frozen mid-air. “I’m starting to wonder if I should be afraid of you.” 
 
    “You should,” answered Trace in a rough voice. He was standing in the same place I’d left him, watching me with such intensity that it made my heart lose a beat.  
 
    I wished I could read his emotions the way he read my thoughts, but his face gave nothing away.  
 
    His gaze peeled away from me as though it pained him not to look at me. “Do one of you two want to take care of that?” he asked Dominic and Gabriel, ticking his chin to the traumatized store clerk. 
 
    The poor guy didn’t look a day over twenty and he was completely shell-shocked. 
 
    “Already on it,” said Dominic, turning on his butt and then hopping down on the other side of the counter. Roughly, he unlatched the phone receiver from the clerk’s hands and then forced him to meet his eyes.  
 
    As he compelled his memories away, I turned my attention back to the Rev. 
 
    “I always knew you had it inside you,” said Gabriel as he walked up and joined me. He’d never seen me vanquish a Rev before—at least not out in the real world where it mattered most. There was definitely a smile on his face and while it was small and collected, I could see the pride in it.  
 
    “So, what are we supposed to do with the body now?” I bounced a glance between Gabriel and Trace who was still watching me with great fascination. “I’m guessing no one brought any Cinder?” 
 
    “We don’t need it.” Trace’s dimples popped as he stalked over to me. “I got this.”  
 
    “Please don’t tell me you’re putting him in the trunk.” The thought of it grossed me right the hell out. I had zero interest in gallivanting around town with a freaking dead vampire in the truck. 
 
    “No, I’m not putting him in the trunk.” He made a face at me like he was offended. “I’m a Reaper, Jemma. This is what I do,” he said as he leaned down over the body and touched it. 
 
    The air rippled around him as though the wind had suddenly become visible, and then he was gone.   
 
    My mouth dropped open. I’d never actually seen him port from this angle. And definitely never this close.  
 
    “Don’t forget to take the surveillance video,” said Gabriel to Dominic. 
 
    “Does it look like this is my first time,” retorted Dominic at the front of the store. “I already have it,” he said, waving a VHS tape and then tucking it inside his overcoat. “Some credit please, brother.” 
 
    Gabriel grumbled something under his breath as my gaze shifted to the store clerk. He was sitting contently in a chair behind the cash register with a book in his hands, fanning the pages with his thumb. He was inhaling the scent as though it were a hot apple pie straight out of the oven.  
 
    I burst out laughing and Dominic winked at me.  
 
    “Why is he doing that, Dominic?” asked Gabriel, eyeing the store clerk, not amused in the slightest. 
 
    I wanted to answer him, but the confusion and irritation in his face only made me laugh harder.  
 
    I doubled over, holding my belly.   
 
    As if on cue, Trace reappeared in front of us. His brows immediately pulled together as he tried to figure out why I was laughing hysterically. “What’s going on? What’s so funny?”  
 
    “I have no idea.” Gabriel looked annoyed as the two of them shared a look. “Apparently, it’s an inside joke.” 
 
    Trace’s expression fell at his words, and suddenly, it wasn’t so funny anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 27. UP IN THE AIR 
 
      
 
      
 
    We drove into downtown Hawthorne shortly after wiping the convenience store clean of any evidence that we’d been there. It never really made sense to me before, the whole slay team thing, though seeing how smoothly we operated as a group—albeit a dysfunctional one—put a lot of things into perspective for me. Things that hadn’t really made sense to me before suddenly seemed to fit.    
 
    Club Haven, a swanky spot on the nicer side of town, was the place the sisters were last followed to by Dominic’s nameless contact. The place looked new and expensive from the outside, proudly boasting there was money behind it, which was exactly the kind of lure the sisters chased after. 
 
    Trace hadn’t said anything on the way over here, which pretty much brought us right back to square one. I would try to ease his worries once we got back home, but for now, I had to stay focused on what we came here to do. 
 
    We crossed the street and walked up to the gray stone two-story club. The place looked closed, though not surprising being that it was the middle of the afternoon on a weekday.  
 
    Lucky for us, the door was open so we let ourselves right in. 
 
    Red satin drapes cascaded down from the ceiling like sheets of dripping blood. Everything in the club was black, and whatever wasn’t black was close enough to it that you could hardly tell the difference. My eyes immediately found the sisters at the far end of the room. They were sitting around a table with a dark-haired business man. Possibly the owner. He immediately stood up upon noticing the four of us traipsing through his club.  
 
    “We’re closed. You’re going to have to come back during business hours.” He glanced down at the sisters and shook his head. “I apologize, the doors should’ve been locked.”  
 
    “We’re not here for the refreshments,” said Dominic.  
 
    The sisters stood up in unison upon recognizing Dominic. 
 
    The man stared back at us confused, his eyebrows pulled into a point. He turned his head slightly to the right and shouted over his shoulder, “Jarrod! Get out here!” 
 
    I stepped forward and made myself known to the sisters. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Anita, the oldest one, nodded. “Leave us,” she said to the man, tossing her wavy locks of red hair over her shoulder.  
 
    “I beg your pardon? This is my—” His protest immediately flatlined as they silently glared at him. 
 
    Apparently, he knew better than to second guess the Sisters of Roderick.   
 
    “I’ll just be in my office,” he said as some brawny man popped his head out from the back of house. Presumably Jarrod. The owner stalked over to him and then smacked him on the forehead with his palm as he dragged him back to wherever he’d come from.  
 
    Anita gestured to the free chair at their table. I walked up cautiously and sat down.  
 
    “What can we do for you?” she asked innocently, knowing full well what this was about. 
 
    “You know why I’m here.” My eyes met each of them pointedly before returning to Anita, the apparent leader of the pack. “Whatever spell you were trying to cast backfired in a major way. Sanguinarium is bleeding into our Realm and it’s making everything else around it unstable.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re quite aware.” 
 
    “We need to figure out a way to clean up this mess and we need to do it together.” 
 
    “Do we now?” answered Anita, raising her eyebrows like a dare.  
 
    “You can’t just leave it like this.”  
 
    “I suppose we can’t. But, it’s going to cost you. A lot.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem.” Dominic stepped forward. “Tell her what she wants to know, and I’ll cut you the check.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” She waited for my demand.  
 
    Bargaining with demons to save the world from a vampire takeover; I was in way over my head. “Look, I just want to know what you did that night and how to fix it.” I wanted this whole mess to be cleaned up and swept out of existence.  
 
    “Your guess is as good as ours,” replied Annabelle. She leaned forward on the table and swiped her blond bangs from her eyes. “The spell was supposed to allow Engel, and only Engel to daywalk. But somebody decided to invoke in the middle of it and screw it all up.” 
 
    Oh, nice. “Excuse me for thwarting your evil plan,” I shot back sarcastically. 
 
    “You’re not excused, and it wasn’t evil.” Her lips pursed into a line. “It was a job.” 
 
    “A job that’s costing us innocent human lives!” I could feel my blood begin to boil at her complete lack of regard for what they’d done or the consequences of it.  
 
    “Easy, angel.” Dominic placed a calming hand on my shoulder, which immediately eased me. 
 
    “You can’t leave it like this. People are dying.” 
 
    “We know,” answered Arianna, her sympathetic brown eyes falling heavy on me. “We don’t want it like this either, but we already tried a Takeback spell and it—”” 
 
    “Ari.” Anita gave her a warning look and Arianna quickly sank back in her chair.  
 
    “A Takeback spell?” I tried not to laugh while saying it. It sounded so…elementary. 
 
    “I was seven years old when I created it,” defended Annabelle as her haughty eyes quickly dismissed me. 
 
    “Congratulations. I could care less.” 
 
    Her gaze boomeranged back, eyes reduced to slits. “Yeah? So, what were you doing at seven besides eating glue?” 
 
    Gabriel stepped forward, probably deciding to take the ropes before we starting flinging sand in each other’s eyes. “Was there any success with the spell?” he asked Anita. 
 
    She shook her head. “There was too much chaos that night, it’s difficult to pinpoint the exact moment the spell went off the rails.” 
 
    “I can take you back,” offered Trace, stepping forward from the shadows. “I’m a Reaper.” 
 
    Annabelle’s eyes glazed over with lust as she took him in. “Mmm. And a fine one at that.” 
 
    A slash of jealousy tore through my stomach. “Keep your eyes in your head. He’s taken.” 
 
    “So are you,” she retorted, her hazel eyes purposefully flicking to Dominic who was standing just behind me.  
 
    I shot up from my chair, my arm pulled back, ready to slap the smirk off her face, but she promptly flicked her wrist down at me, forcing my butt back down to my seat against my will. 
 
    “Try that again and you’ll sooner lose your hand,” she warned me.  
 
    I’d seen what her magic could do out in the clearing that night. I decided it was best not to push her. 
 
    “Even if you take us back,” continued Anita, “there’s no guarantee the spell will work. At best, it’s a hit or miss. Reversing magic always is.” 
 
    “That’s really reassuring.”  
 
    “We can always try pulling the Barrier back up,” suggested Arianna. She was twirling a strand of dark hair around her finger.  
 
    Annabelle scoffed at her. “And how do you propose to do that without Engel’s blood, little Miss Fix-It-All? She killed him, remember?”  
 
    She chewed her bottom lip. 
 
    “Do you have an idea?” I asked her, suspecting that she was too afraid to say it with her older sister breathing down her neck. Unfortunately, I knew that feeling. 
 
    “Well,” she began carefully, folding her hands in her lap. “If we could find someone that shares the same bloodline as him, we might be able to do it with their blood.” 
 
    “You mean, someone he sired?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Okay…and how do we do that?”  
 
    “Good old-fashioned detective work,” said Anita, making it clear she was done helping us. “Who knows, figure it out. If you do, come find us again and we’ll talk money.” 
 
    The three of them stood up to leave, bringing our little meeting to an uneventful end.  
 
    As soon as Arianna walked by me, I reached out and grabbed her arm. “Wait.” My voice was so low, I wasn’t entirely sure I said it out loud.  
 
    She looked back at me with pity. “There is no magic to break a bloodbond,” said Arianna, even though I hadn’t even asked her my question yet. “It doesn’t work that way.”  
 
    “There has to be something you could do. I can’t…” I hesitated and then shook my head. Strangely, I felt nervous saying this in front of Dominic, like he might get offended and be angry with me…as if that remotely mattered in the grand scheme of things. “I’m a Slayer, Arianna. I can’t be bonded to a Revenant for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Her face contorted with sympathy before her gaze shifted to Trace. “That won’t work either,” she answered his silent thought. 
 
    I bounced a glance between the two of them. “What won’t work?”  
 
    “Dusting him,” answered Trace, though he quickly backpedaled upon seeing my displeased expression. “Like if he were to trip and fall on a wooden stake,” he added through a dimpled grin.  
 
    Dominic made a face at him. “I’m standing right here.”  
 
    “If the Revenant dies, so does she.”  
 
    My mouth dropped open. Like, seriously? I was going to have to put that one in my sauce and marinate with the forever-ness of it all.  
 
    “At least that’s how their story goes.” 
 
    My brow quirked up. “Their story?” 
 
    “Yes, their story.” Annabelle walked back up to Arianna and snagged her by the elbow, drawing her away. “As in, according to the Revenants’ side of the story. Okay? Great. Good luck with all that.” 
 
    Arianna pulled her arm free from her sister. “She deserves to know, Anna!” 
 
    “That’s highly debatable.” 
 
    “Annabelle,” reproached Anita as she rejoined her sisters, clearly irritated by the holdup. Her gaze turned to me as she let out a short breath. “Revenants have always maintained both parties would die, but that detail may very well be to save their own asses. Your beloved Order, on the other hand, has always proclaimed the opposite to be true, however, that may be to force its cattle to proceed with the vanquish. You get the drift?” 
 
    “So basically no one knows for sure?” That sounded hopeful. 
 
    “Bingo,” applauded Annabelle. “It’s not like any Descendant worth their Mark would ever willingly sign up to test the theory. Well, most of us anyway,” she added, giving me a final once over that was drenched with accusation. 
 
    “Right.” Apparently, bonding myself to Dominic to try and save my life didn’t qualify me for a pass. Apparently, I still wasn’t worth my Mark because of it, and worse, I was staying bonded to Dominic for the rest of my life. 
 
      
 
    I left Haven feeling far more dejected than when I’d arrived there.  
 
    “Well, that wasn’t nearly as dreadful as I’d anticipated,” said Dominic as we climbed back into the SUV. “Good news all around.” 
 
    Trace and I glared at him from the back seat as Gabriel shook his head. 
 
    “What?” he asked innocently. “Too soon?” 
 
    “I swear to God,” growled Trace, but I quickly took his hand into mine to soothe him.  
 
    Don’t let him get under your skin, I said to his mind. 
 
    He was about to say something back to me when his phone rang. Pulling it from his pocket with his freehand, he glanced down at the caller I.D. and then swiped it open. “What’s up, Ben?” 
 
    My attention turned back to Dominic. I silently glared at the back of his head, knowing he would feel it. 
 
    “That’s not very nice, angel.”  
 
    “You better stop pushing him or he might just decide to put himself out of his misery and take us both out.” 
 
    He swiveled in his seat, his lip hiked up into his cheek. “Never going to happen, angel. Frankly, as long as I’m bonded to you, there isn’t a single thing I could do to him that would make him even blink in my direction.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    “It’s so perfect you’d think I planned it out this way.” He grinned.   
 
    Suspicion immediately churned my insides. I seriously wouldn’t put it past him. 
 
    “That was Ben,” said Trace as he slipped the phone in his back pocket. “Taylor’s in the hospital.” 
 
    “What?” I met his troubled eyes, my own rounded out in panic. “What happened? Is she okay?” 
 
    “He said she was in an accident.” His Adam’s apple dipped as he swallowed. “She’s okay, but…” His eyes met mine and I immediately felt as if the air had left my legs.  
 
    “But what?”  
 
    “She’s asking for you, Jemma.” 
 
    I flinched. “For me?” That was impossible. She wasn’t supposed to remember me. I’d made sure of that when I asked Dominic to wipe her memory clean of ever knowing me. It was for her own safety—for her own good—so that what happened to her with Engel would never happen again. 
 
    So, how the hell was she asking for me now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 28. SIDEKICKED 
 
      
 
      
 
    A canopy of fog rolled over the grounds as Trace and I walked into Royal Hope Hospital. Gabriel had dropped us off in a secluded part of Hawthorne so that Trace could port us straight to his car while Gabriel and Dominic made the trip back in the SUV. As much as my body disliked being separated from Dominic, my ears were pleased to finally get a break from all the bickering. Unfortunately, my heart was still pounding out punches as we rushed into the hospital elevator. 
 
    Ben had been fairly vague with his details on the phone, which either meant he was in mixed company or it was too awful to say over the phone. I was praying for the former.  
 
    “Room three-eleven,” said Trace. 
 
    I hauled ass as soon as the elevator doors slid open, immediately spotting Taylor’s parents at the end of the hall. They were deep in conversation with a doctor, probably about Taylor’s prognosis. Mrs. Valentine eyebrows were knitted together so tightly they looked like a unibrow. And that was never a good thing. I rushed by them without stopping to say hello as I barreled into Taylor’s room.  
 
    She was sitting up in the hospital bed with pillows propped up behind her. Her denim-colored eyes were open and she was talking quietly with Ben. She had a few cuts and bruises on her face, but she looked okay, and most importantly, she was alive. My level-ten panic attack immediately simmered down to a four. 
 
    “There they are,” said Ben, standing up from his chair. “What took you so long?” 
 
    “We had to get my car first.” 
 
    Trace bumped fists with Ben as I carefully approached the edge of Taylor’s bed. Being that she wasn’t supposed to know me, I had no idea what I was doing here or what to say to her. Or why she was looking at me like she wanted to rip my eyes out of my head.  
 
    “Um, hi.” It came out weird, like a question I was too afraid to ask. The truth was, I was beyond relieved to see she was okay, but her murderous glare was starting to freak me out a little. 
 
    “Um hi? That’s what you’re going with? Seriously?” She didn’t wait for a response. “You erase our entire friendship and then just, ‘um hi’ me?” 
 
    My mouth started flopping like a fish out of water. How the hell did she know that? “I don’t…I’m not sure…” I shook my head and looked back at Trace for help.  
 
    Trace stepped in beside me, placing his hand on the small of my back. “You remember her?” 
 
    “Of course I remember her. She’s my best-friend. Although, I’m pretty sure best-friends don’t go around erasing each other’s memories so that the other one doesn’t remember them. And if said friend did do that, I’m pretty sure she would have a lot more explaining to do than ‘um hi’.” 
 
    “Can you stop saying that, you’re making me sound like an idiot.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I tried to bury my smile but it refused to stay hidden. Laughter bubbled out of me at the same time that Taylor cracked her first smile. 
 
    “This is so not funny,” she said, unable to keep a straight face. “Stop laughing!” 
 
    “I’m trying to,” I said, apparently doing a piss poor job of it. But it was too late, my laughter had turned into a full blown cackle.  
 
    Two seconds later, she was laughing just as hard as I was and then we were hugging and laughing hysterically like a couple of besties that had decided to go off and lose their minds together.  
 
    Taylor’s mother rushed into the room, her unibrow in full bloom. “What’s going on, sweetie? Is everything okay?” 
 
    Taylor waved her off as I covered my mouth to keep from laughing in her face like a lunatic.  
 
    “We’re fine, mom. Everything is totally fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, giving her a circular nod. She didn’t look convinced but she could clearly see that Taylor was safe and sound. “I’ll be outside if you need me.” She smiled tightly and then exited the room. 
 
    I turned back to Taylor and beamed. “God I missed your face.” 
 
    “This old thing?” she said pointing at her head as I took a seat on the edge of her bed.  
 
    A few beats of silence passed, turning the mood a little more serious. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked her, picking up her hand in mine. “Ben said you were in an accident.” 
 
    Ben walked over to the door and closed it. My face immediately twisted with worry. If he was closing the door, it meant he didn’t want her parents to hear what she was about to say, which meant they hadn’t given them the real story, and there was only one reason Ben would do that. 
 
    “I was attacked by a vampire this morning.” She shook her head at herself and then said, “I can’t believe I just said that out loud.” 
 
    I knew that feeling well; the incessant questioning of your own sanity as you hear the playback of the ridiculous words that keep coming out of your own mouth. It gets easier, I wanted to tell her, but I just listened instead. 
 
    “She was supposed to meet me at my house this morning before school,” said Ben. “But she never showed, so I went looking for her.” Ben’s amber eyes turned the color of fire. “I could smell her blood all over the place, on the side of the road, the ravine, so I shifted and followed the scent into the woods. The Rev dropped her as soon as he spotted me.” 
 
    My eyes rounded out in horror. I never wanted this for her.  
 
    Not Taylor.  
 
    She was supposed to be living out her perfect, normal, human life.  
 
    “I didn’t see his face. I never even heard him walk up to me.” Taylor pushed her hair over her shoulder and turned around in the bed. The back of her neck was completely covered with bandages.  
 
    “I called an ambulance and tried to keep her conscious until they got there, but she was losing a crazy amount of blood. I’m pretty sure she stopped breathing.” 
 
    My chest tightened. 
 
    “That’s what he says, but I think he just wanted an excuse to give me mouth to mouth,” she said with a playful wink. 
 
    I laughed, but not with my whole heart. It was too busy being worried to death for her.  
 
    “She needed two blood transfusions, but she’s okay.” 
 
    “Thanks to you,” said Taylor, smiling at Ben.   
 
    His cheeks picked up color as he pushed his hands into his pocket, jingling the chain attached to his wallet.  
 
    It sounded a lot like wedding bells.   
 
    “I’m so sorry this happened to you, Tay. I should have been there.” 
 
    “Because you’re the Slayer?” she asked softly. 
 
    My bottom lip nearly hit the bed I was sitting on.  
 
    “Ben told me everything.” She laughed and then said, “He didn’t really have a choice after I saw him shapeshift or whatever you guys call it. It was the first thing on my mind as soon as I woke up in the hospital.” She brought her long blond locks back to the front and shrugged. “It’s not like that’s something you’d actually forget seeing. I mean, unless your best-friend erased your memory again.” 
 
    She was never going to let me live this one down. 
 
    “I didn’t know what else to do, Tay. You were traumatized.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Her eyes hollowed out for a moment as though reliving the memories. “I remembered that part too.”  
 
    I picked up her hand again and gave it a gentle squeeze, bringing her back to present-time. “I never wanted you to go through anything like that again, and as much as it hurt me to lose you, I did it to protect you.” 
 
    “I know.” She smiled softly and then squeezed my hand back. “But it didn’t work, Jemma. My forgetting that vampires existed didn’t stop them from existing. It just made me like blind to the whole thing.” 
 
    I dropped my head, knowing exactly how it felt to be forced into the dark. 
 
    “Just for the record, I was against it,” offered Ben like the little traitor he was.  
 
    He was standing shoulder to shoulder with Trace as they both watched us with their arms folded across their chest like a couple of supernatural bouncers. 
 
    “Thanks for throwing me under the bus, Ben. That’s super helpful right now.” I made a face at him and then turned back to Taylor. “Look, I get it now. I know you’re right, Tay. I was wrong and I’m sorry.” 
 
    There was a brief moment when I thought she might dismiss me and my apology, but she didn’t. 
 
    “Kay. You’re forgiven!” Her tone was all sweet and bubbly and Taylor-like. She wagged a pink fingernail at me. “Just don’t ever do that to me again.” 
 
    That’s all it took for the old Taylor to come bubbling back to the surface. 
 
    “You have my word.” And I wouldn’t go back on it, though I would have to figure out another way to keep her safe. Something a little less drastic, and hopefully, more effective.  
 
    She relaxed against the pillows and smiled back at me, her eyes wide with merriment. “I seriously can’t believe my best-friend is a vampire slayer,” she said in total awe. “You’re like Buffy the freaking vampire slayer, but with better hair!” 
 
    I scoffed at her assessment. “Are you nuts? Buffy had great hair.” 
 
    “So, we’re just going to completely ignore the whole bangs fiasco?” 
 
    “It was the 90’s,” I defended. “It wasn’t a good era for anyone’s hair.” 
 
    “You can’t blame that on a decade.” 
 
    “Are they seriously arguing over bangs right now?” asked Ben, shaking his head at us. 
 
    “I think so.” Trace leaned his shoulder into Ben and asked, “What the hell is a Buffy?” 
 
    “Blasphemy!” shouted Taylor.  
 
    She was just about to go off on him when my cell phone rang, interrupting us.  
 
    I looked down at the caller I.D. and quickly answered. “Hi, Gabriel.” 
 
    “How is your friend doing?” he asked, his tone even and courteous. 
 
    “She’s okay. Better than okay,” I said and smiled at her.  
 
    “Good.” A short pause. “Can you step away? We need you back at the Manor.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” 
 
    “One of Roderick sisters would like to talk with you.” 
 
    I paused, absorbing the weirdness of his statement. 
 
    “She came alone,” he added. 
 
    “Which sister is it?”  
 
    “Arianna.”  
 
    At least it was the nice one. “We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    I hung up and looked back at Taylor regretfully.  
 
    “You’re leaving me already.” It wasn’t a question and she was definitely not happy about it. 
 
    “I have to, but I’ll be back to visit you tomorrow.” I leaned over and gave her a big hug. “I wouldn’t leave if it wasn’t super important, you know that right?” 
 
    “Like world-saving important?” 
 
    “Kind of.” I ticked my chin at Ben who sat back down in the chair next to her bed. It didn’t look like he was leaving any time soon. “I’m sure Ben will fill you in on everything.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to be paying attention anymore. “Wow. Jemma the Vampire Slayer and her sidekick Taylor Valentine,” she said dreamily and sort of to herself. “We're going to be famous!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at her craziness. Though mostly, I was just glad to have my best-friend back. 
 
    “See you around, sidekick.” 
 
    “Later, Slayer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 29. TALES FROM THE CRYPT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The crimson-laced sky shed its tears of peril all around us as Trace and I pulled up to Huntington Manor. Every drop from the heavens was another reminder of what had happened, and of what still needed to be done. Too many people were in danger, people like Taylor who didn’t have the means to protect herself from the evil that lurked around us.   
 
    I opened the door and walked inside without bothering to ring the doorbell. I’d been here more times than I could count, and as strange as it sounded, it was the only place in Hollow Hills where I was safe, and that feeling felt a lot like home.  
 
    “We’re here,” I announced as Trace and I walked down the hall and into the den.  
 
    Arianna, Gabriel and Dominic were all seated around the coffee table, a quiet fire burning in the background as though bearing witness to the testimony that had taken place.  
 
    “Hello, angel.” Dominic patted the seat next to him on the sofa. My feet tried to take me there but I was hugely aware of Trace standing behind me, watching my every move. 
 
    It took everything I had not to go sit beside him. My eyes shifted to Arianna instead. She was wearing a pair of fitted jeans and a black turtleneck, and her dark hair was pulled back into a slick ponytail. She seemed different without her sisters. Less scary.  
 
    More human.  
 
    “You wanted to see me?” I asked her stiffly.  
 
    She gave me a sidelong glance. “Can we talk…alone?” 
 
    Gabriel’s expression tensed and Trace immediately stepped in beside me like I suddenly needed a guard to have a conversation with someone. I knew they meant well, but sometimes they made me feel like I was right back in that dungeon.  
 
    “Can you guys please give us a minute alone?” 
 
    “Not happening, Jemma.” Trace rolled a kink out of his neck and then clenched his jaw. 
 
    I knew he was just trying to keep me safe, but there wasn’t any danger here. Besides, I wanted to hear her out. “Can you just trust me please? It’ll be fine, Trace.” 
 
    He still wasn’t budging. 
 
    “Look, if I need you, I’ll scream really loud, okay?” It was meant to lighten the mood, but it didn’t definitely didn’t ease any of the tension in his body.  
 
    “She isn’t stupid enough to attempt anything with the three of us waiting in the next room,” Dominic reminded. At least one of them was on my side.  
 
    Trace looked over at Gabriel who conceded with a nod. He gave me one more apprehensive look, and then the three of them walked out of the den together, leaving me with Arianna.  
 
    I sat down on the sofa where Dominic had been sitting just moment ago. Arianna remained seated on the chair, just across the way from me, staring at me curiously—sizing me up. 
 
    “Okay, you have me alone,” I said and narrowed my eyes at her. “What is this about? Why are you here?”  
 
    “I’m here because I want to help you.” 
 
    “Why?” It didn’t strike me as odd, but it did make me curious. Mostly about her intentions. 
 
    “Because, I—” She racked her fingers through her short ponytail. “I don’t want Revenants ruling the earth any more than you do. I want everything to go back to normal.”  
 
    “If that’s true, why would you weaken the walls in the first place?” 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to happen that way. It was supposed to be just Engel. At least, that’s what my sisters told me when they convinced me to do it.” She met my gaze then, her big brown eyes defeated. “My sisters don’t care about the mortal world the way I do. They only care about money and power and how to get more of it.”  
 
    “And you’re different?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to do better than that.” 
 
    She licked her lips and then lowered her head as though embarrassed to continue. “I’m in love with a mortal.”  
 
    “Oh. Okay.” And now it sort of made sense. I looked back at her a little more closely—at her drooping shoulders, her downturned mouth, the glint of regret in her eyes. She was ashamed, and strangely, I suddenly felt sorry for her.  
 
    “Hey. There’s no judgement here,” I told her and then shrugged my shoulder like it didn’t matter in the least. “I’m currently bloodbonded to a Revenant while in love with Reaper who happens to be my ex-Keeper.” 
 
    She made a face like I’d won that contest.  
 
    “Exactly.” I let out an exacerbated breath as I tried to put my baggage back in the overhead compartment of my head. “So what kind of help did you have in mind? I mean, if you’re here, there must be a reason.” Hopefully she had a plan because I was currently flying down shit’s creek without a paddle. 
 
    “I know where you can get the sire blood,” she announced. 
 
    My eyes felt like they’d just widened to the size of two golf balls. “How? Where? I mean—” I stopped myself and took a steadying breath before I chased her away with my semi-automatic load of non-stop questions. I gestured with my hands that the floor was hers.  
 
    “You’re a…strange one.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that.” Heck, I’ve been called a lot worse. I kind of took it as a compliment. 
 
    She cracked a smile, but quickly buried it. “Have you ever heard of the Sacred Necropolis?” She quickly clarified, “I’m only asking because I know you didn’t grow up in this world so I’m not sure how much you know.”  
 
    “You don’t have to worry about offending me. And no, I haven’t heard of it.” 
 
    She nodded as though she figured as much. “It’s kind of difficult to explain.”  
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    She looked me dead in the eyes and said, “Basically, the Necro is a massive catacomb.” 
 
    “A catacomb?”  
 
    “Yeah, like an underground cemetery. It’s where they keep all the bodies of fallen Descendants.” 
 
    “What?” First of all, gross. Second of all, GROSS! “That’s actually really disturbing to know. And who is they exactly?” 
 
    “Your people—The Order of the Rose.” 
 
    Of course. Who else would it be? “Okay, they’re not my people. Just putting that out there. And what exactly does this catacomb cemetery thing have to do with anything?” 
 
    She chewed the inside of her cheek. “There’s a Revenant in there that was sired by Engel.” 
 
    “Why would they keep a Revenant there?” I asked before giving it any thought.  
 
    “She was a Slayer before she Turned. In the end, all Descendants are given a sacred burial and are laid to rest amongst their own, regardless of how their end came about. Because she was a Slayer first and foremost, she was never vanquished, only put into an eternal sleep.” 
 
    “Meaning she’s laying in a coffin with a stake in her heart.” Now it was my turn to chew the inside of my cheek because I really didn’t like where any of this was going. “You’re not actually suggesting I break into the catacombs and steal blood from some Slayer-turned-Revenant’s dead body, are you?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Thank God.” 
 
    “I’m implying you break into the catacombs, bring the Slayer-turned-Revenant back to life and then steal her blood.” 
 
    My face went completely numb.  
 
    “I know it sounds morbid, but it’s the only way guaranteed to get the sire blood.” 
 
    “Because that’s just the kind of luck I have in life.” I swallowed the knot in my throat as I tried to regain some feeling in my face. “I suppose I could…I mean, we do need that blood and trying to find another sire could take weeks, maybe months, and who knows if the walls will hold up that long or if we’ll even find another sire,” I rambled on, trying to convince myself into it. I was talking out loud but it was purely for my own benefit.  
 
    “There’s something else.” She nearly jumped out of her skin as a clap of thunder rattled the windows outside. Rubbing her palms against her jeans, she said, “It may change your mind about doing this, but I urge you to reconsider. The Barrrier needs to go back up or we risk the world as we know it coming apart.” 
 
    “No offense, Arianna, but I’m well aware of what needs to be done.” She was giving me the lecture as though I were the one who brought the walls down, and not her and her sisters.  
 
    “Then please try to remember that when I tell you who she is.” 
 
    My face pinched as I blinked away my confusion. “Why would that make any difference to me?”  
 
    “Because,” she answered cautiously. “It’s your mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 30. DARK MATTER 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shot up from the sofa like a pop tart. The abrupt movement sent the piece of furniture skidding behind me. Arianna immediately stood up, her hands outstretched as though trying to calm me. As though she were afraid I was going to toss her out on her lying ass. In fact, that was exactly what I was going to do.   
 
    “I don’t know what game you and your demonic sisters are playing with me but you need to leave right now before I do something we both regret.” 
 
    “I know how it sounds but—” 
 
    “I really don’t think that you do, and I’m not about to sit here and listen to this nonsense. My mother is not dead and she is most certainly not a Revenant!” I shook my head frantically as I tried to wrap my brain around the thought of it. “I would know, my sister would know and she would’ve told me!”  
 
    There was no way that this Dark Caster from who-knows-where, who wasn’t even a part of The Order, would know more about my family than my own family did. It just wasn’t possible.  
 
    Was it? Oh, God…  
 
    “Get out!” I yelled, pointing to the door.  
 
    “Please tell her,” she said, though she wasn’t looking at me. Her gaze was directed over my shoulder. 
 
    I turned, following her eyes. Dominic stood in the doorway, his hands buried deep in his pockets as a battle of emotions warred inside his dark eyes.  
 
    The air was thinning in the room again.  
 
    “Tell me what, Dominic?” I marched over to him, demanding answers. “What is she talking about?”  
 
    Trace and Gabriel filed in behind him. They both had the same look in their eyes that Dominic did…like they knew something I didn’t know and they were too afraid to tell me.  
 
    My legs felt weak. “Please don’t tell me you knew about this,” I said to Trace, pleading with him for a ray of light. 
 
    He looked back at me regretfully. “I’ve only heard rumors.” 
 
    “What rumors?” 
 
    His chest rose sharply as he pulled in a breath. “That your mother Turned when you were a kid and that’s the reason she was gone.”  
 
    Something began scorching me beneath my lids, but it wasn’t tears. No. It was liquid rage. 
 
    “Nothing was ever confirmed,” said Gabriel. As if that made any of this better.  
 
    It wasn’t confirmed, but they’d heard stories, all three of them and neither one of them thought to clue me in on it. Even Engel had enough of a heart to say something about it, to try to tell me the truth, regardless of his deranged intentions.  
 
    And Dominic? He was there. He heard what Engel said to me and he knew about the rumors. He had to have put two and two together…  
 
    I turned to him as ice froze a trail down my spine. “You. Knew.” 
 
    “Angel—” 
 
    “You heard what he said about my mother and you knew he was telling me the truth, didn’t you!” 
 
    “Whatever information I may have omitted was purely for your own benefit. Had you even suspected that Engel was telling the truth about your mother, you would have jeopardized the entire plan to get information.” 
 
    “So, we’re back to everyone making decisions for me? Everyone gets to decide what I can and can’t handle and what I should and shouldn’t know? God damn it,” I shouted as I kicked the console table against the wall and sent it shattering to the ground in a barrage of noise. “I have never hated you all more than I do right now.” 
 
    Pushing my way between them, I stormed out the den and barreled for the front door.  
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Trace. He was right on my tail. 
 
    “Away from the three of you!” I grabbed the door knob and pulled the door open but it quickly shut in my face. Dominic was leaning with his back against it. 
 
    “Get out of my way, Dominic.” 
 
    “I can’t let you go out there alone, angel. It’s much too dangerous.” 
 
    “Everyone thinks I’m dead!” 
 
    “And if they don’t? What if someone from the Order spots you?” 
 
    “I can take care of myself now get out of my way before I rip your head off!” 
 
    Dominic didn’t budge.  
 
    I pulled my arm back, winding up to sock him in the head. 
 
    “Angel,” said Dominic in the voice that crawled through my brain and took it over. “You’re tired and upset. You need to lay down and rest.” 
 
    Suddenly overcome by exhaustion, I brought my arm down and yawned. 
 
    “Did you just compel her?” boomed Trace, his voice near hysterics. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “What other choice do we have right now?” retorted Dominic as Gabriel carefully steered me away from the door like a sleepy child unable to walk. “She’s going to get herself killed and then who are we going to pine over?”  
 
    “For fuck’s sake.” Trace ran a hand over his face.  
 
    I pulled my arm loose from Gabriel’s grip. “I may be going to rest against my will, but I can certainly get there on my own. You can all stay here and never talk to me again!” I glared at each of them, though my glare lingered the longest on Dominic, knowing he was the one that forced this on me. “And for the record, I hate you the most.” 
 
    He bowed his head. “Duly noted, angel.” 
 
      
 
    I barricaded myself in the guestroom until long after the sun had set. While the compulsion had faded away, my rage on the other hand, had not. It was becoming painfully obvious that no matter how much I advanced in my training or how much growing up I did as a person, they were never going to let me stand on my own two feet. In their eyes, I was always going to be too weak or too fragile or prone to wigging out to hear the truth.  
 
    It was bullcrap and I was over it.  
 
    Okay, so I kind of wigged out in the living room when I found out the truth about my mother, but so what! Silly me. I guess I wasn’t supposed to have feelings. I guess it wasn’t supposed to matter to me that the mother I never knew didn’t just up and leave us when I was two, but that she was turned into a Revenant and probably spent her life being hunted by the same Order that I was supposed to sign my life over to. I wasn’t supposed to wonder whether she chose that path for herself or if it was forced on her. I shouldn’t feel sad that I lost out on having a mother, on knowing who she is, and I certainly shouldn’t feel frightened by the thought that she may have abandoned me on purpose.  
 
    Nope. I was robo-Slayer and I wasn’t supposed to have feelings because if I did, that meant I was weak. Too girly. Too human. Too much of everything yet never enough. 
 
    Ugh. Screw that noise. 
 
    I was done with trying to fit into everyone’s preconceived box of who I was supposed to be. I was going to live my life my way, however short-lived it may be, and I wasn’t asking for permission anymore. They were wrong about me. I could handle the truth. I would listen to its heartbreaks and I would mourn the world as I knew it because that’s the kind of girl I was, and then I would pick my pretty self off the floor and do what I was supposed to do. Just like I always did. 
 
    I folded my pillow in half and turned on my back as I tried to relax my racing thoughts.  
 
    Arianna’s words pummeled through my brain, destroying all semblance of security and justice in the world. Was this really happening? Was I really going to have to go grave robbing for my own mother’s body? The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like some sick cosmic joke. Some new game the Angels of Torment conjured up to bring me to my knees again.  
 
    It was bad enough that I was going to have to pull a stake from my dead mother’s heart in order to reanimate her body and siphon her blood. But then what? Was I supposed to take her back home with me, or was I just expected to put the stake back in her heart and close the door on ever really getting a chance to know my mother?  Thinking about what was going to happen afterwards was even more terrifying than the act itself. 
 
    The more I thought about the possibilities, the more rattled my nerves got, and the more rattled my nerves got, the more my mind searched for relief. His relief. I quickly shook away the image of his blond curls from my mind before I did something I was going to regret.  
 
    I needed to get out of this room or I was going to go nuts.  
 
    Climbing out of bed, I tiptoed across the room to the chair that I had pushed up against the door. I didn’t want to see anyone tonight and my sealed door was a message they’d heard loud and clear. Pushing the chair aside, I turned the lock and then opened the door. The lights were off in the hallway and the house was as quiet as a mortuary. It was just as well because I really wasn’t in the mood to see anyone. 
 
    Relaxing my shoulders, I started down the hallway towards the stairs in search of something to eat and drink. It wasn’t what I was hungry for but it was the only thing I was going to allow myself to have tonight. 
 
    I made it downstairs in one piece and without waking up anyone in the house. There was something to be said about the quietness of night. About the stillness. Everything was tranquil and unmoving as though the world had come to a temporary stop in its rotation—ceased its constant spiral of madness. 
 
    I grabbed a glass from the cupboard and turned on the facet. Filling up my glass, I took a long sip and set the glass on the counter doing my best to ignore my trembling hands. I’d noticed the withdrawals were getting worse lately, though I was doing a better job of hiding them, especially around Trace. The last thing I wanted him to know was that I was fiending for Dominic. As understanding as he’s been with all this, I wasn’t about to put his patience to the test. He didn’t need to know that part. I didn’t even want to know that part. 
 
    “Trouble sleeping?”  
 
    I jumped at the sound of Dominic’s silky voice. My cheeks immediately burned hot as though I’d been caught with my hand in the proverbial cookie jar. I flattened my hand against my somersaulting heart to make sure it didn’t jump out of my chest and run off on me. “You scared me half to death.”  
 
    “I certainly hope not, angel. That would be a tragedy of epic proportions.” He was resting his shoulder against the entrance, watching me like a lone wolf hunting its prey.  
 
    I was going to need something much stronger to deal with this tonight.  
 
    “Yeah, a real tragedy. I mean, who would you guys all lie to over and over again if I wasn’t around anymore?” I brushed past him as I tried to make my way to the den to raid his liquor cabinet. 
 
    He snagged my elbow. “If you’re looking for an apology, you aren’t going to find one here. I did what I did to keep your head in the game and I won’t be apologizing for it anytime soon.” 
 
    I pulled my arm free. “Then by all means, get bent.” 
 
    He tsk’ed me. “Such a lovely mouth.” 
 
    “Isn’t it though?” Swinging my hair, I turned on my heel and made a dash for the den.  
 
    I honestly didn’t know why I bothered arguing with him. He was unapologetic for absolutely everything he did and this time would be no different. My long-lost vampire mother be darned. I picked up the darkest bottle I could find and poured myself a glass. I just needed to take the edge off—something to help me get my mind off of, well, him. I knew it wasn’t the right thing to do, but I couldn’t seem to give any fucks about it. 
 
    “Drinking alone, are we?” he whispered in my ear, suddenly right behind me. 
 
    I spun around clumsily and pressed my back against the bar counter. “Can you stop doing that!” 
 
    “I can’t help it, angel. I’m agile.” Smiling, his eyes dropped to my shaking hand. “That’s quite a tremor you have there.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. Thanks to you and another one of your little omissions,” I added scathingly as I mimicked his words from earlier.  
 
    His gaze climbed back up, stopping at my neck. I could feel the blood pulsing and I swore he agitated me on purpose just to get my blood boiling nice and good. 
 
    “I can help you with that if you want,” he said, meeting my eyes again.  
 
    Acutely aware of his proximity, I didn’t move an inch when I said, “I bet you’d love that.” 
 
    “As would you.” His lips curled. “All you have to do is ask, angel.” 
 
    I felt my temperature mount as his words ran over my body with their implications. His eyes were dark pools of sin that were hungry for me almost as much as I was for him. And yet, he restrained himself, even when he didn’t have to. We both knew he could have me if he wanted to. He could compel me into his arms before I had a chance to even pretend to protest it. But he didn’t. He wanted to hear me say it—to beg him for it—like another one of his games.  
 
    A game I was never going to win. 
 
    Burying my need, I gritted my teeth. “Thanks, but I’ll pass.” I raised the glass to my mouth and threw my head back. The liquid burned like fire on the way down, but it calmed my nerves enough to keep a steady voice. “See? All better now.”  
 
    Placing the glass on the counter behind me, I tried to move around him and leave, but he shadowed my step and blocked me. My heart kicked up another notch, and he smiled because he knew.  
 
    “Why must you be so stubborn all the time?" He placed his hands on the counter behind me, closing me in. “We both know what you want. Why are you denying it?” 
 
    My eyes instinctively shifted to the entrance, worried that Trace would walk in and see this. 
 
    “Because of him?” He chuckled as though it were funny, as though I were just fooling myself in the worst possible way. He leaned in and whispered near my ear, “He’s sound asleep, love. No one has to know but us.” 
 
    Something inside of me was splintering; pulling away from me and moving towards him, drawing me into the darkness it so desperately craved.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head, fighting against my own desire. My own body. “I have to go to bed.” 
 
    “He can’t give you what you need anymore, angel. He won’t fill the void or steady your hand the way I can. The sooner you realize that, the happier you will be.” 
 
    The heaviness in my heart immediately put out the fire that had been raging under my skin. “Don’t you dare talk about him,” I said, jabbing my finger in his face. “Don’t even say his name or I swear to God I’ll stake you myself.” 
 
    “We both know you wouldn’t do anything of the sort,” he said, pushing my hand down and then blinking lazily as though growing bored with this conversation. “I’m only trying to help you, angel, because the longer you fight this, the harder you’re going to fall in the end.” 
 
    My stomach twisted. I didn’t want to listen to this. 
 
    “And I promise you, angel. You will fall.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Dominic.” I tried to walk away, but he refused to drop his arm. “Move.” 
 
    “You should know, I don’t take kindly to being denied what’s mine.” There was desperation in his voice, an ache that was birthed from fear—fear of losing control, of losing me. I honestly wasn’t sure. 
 
    “I’m not yours.” I pushed his arms down and then walked out of the den. 
 
    “You aren’t his either,” he called out after me, but I didn’t bother to look back at him—to give him the satisfaction of knowing his words had hit a nerve with me.  
 
    He was playing my own fears against me, pitting me against my heart, and I couldn’t let him win. I refused to give up hope for me and Trace until there wasn’t an ounce of hope left to hold onto. Somewhere, somebody had to have the answers and I was going to find them if it was the last thing I ever did. 
 
    Quietly, I made my way back upstairs and then tiptoed back down the hallway, the same way I’d come, though this time I stopped in front of the second guest bedroom. I knew Trace was sleeping behind that door—I could feel my body humming just from his presence. My hand came up beside me as though it were seeking to touch him, seeking his refuge, but something held me back from knocking. I couldn’t keep running to him every time I needed to escape Dominic.  
 
    He would see it when he touched me, feel it when he kissed me. It wasn’t fair to him. I couldn’t keep pulling him to me with one hand and then crushing his heart with the other.  
 
    Lowering my hand, I turned around to go back to my room, though I didn’t make it very far. A cool hand came down over my mouth as my feet lifted off the ground, and suddenly, I was being dragged back into Dominic’s room. 
 
    With his hand still over my mouth, he pushed me back against his closed bedroom door and leaned all the way into me, sending my heart into an unrelenting panic.  
 
    “Do not scream. Do not move,” he commanded me in the voice that stole my free will.  
 
    And I knew I was in trouble. 
 
   


  
 

 31. TRUTH BE TOLD 
 
      
 
      
 
    I could feel my heart thwacking hard against my chest as Dominic barricaded me against his bedroom door with his body. The room was pitch black save for a sliver of moonlight coming in from the open bedroom window. I could hear the rain pattering against the world around us, hitting its mark almost as fast as my heart was.  
 
    He lowered his hand from my mouth, but his body remained pressed against mine. I wanted to scream at him, to punch him in the balls, but my ability to do anything more than stand there had been compelled away from me.   
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” he whispered, though his eyes were swirling with wickedness. 
 
    “Then why are you compelling me not to move?”  
 
    “Because I can,” he answered simply.  
 
    I glared at him. “Thanks. That really eased my worries.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you shouldn’t be worried, angel. Only that I wouldn’t hurt you.” A sinful smile curved across his smooth face. “Do you know how easily I could make you mine? How few words it would take to make you forget he exists?”  
 
    My pulse quickened. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Instead, he picked up a strand of my hair and twirled it around his finger. “How long has it been since we’ve been alone like this?”  
 
    “Not long enough.” I felt him press harder against me and I gasped. 
 
    “Answer my questions truthfully,” he said in his special will-stealing voice.  
 
    “Twenty-seven hours.” The words tumbled through my lips with shame. I’d been counting the hours. 
 
    He smiled, pleased by my telling answer. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    “No. What is this, twenty-one questions?” 
 
    “Do you want it to be?” A sinister look passed through his eyes. 
 
    “No.” I couldn’t stop answering his questions and I detested him for it. “You’re going to be sorry for this tomorrow.”  
 
    He smiled again. “I don’t think that I will, angel.”  
 
    My heart pounded wildly in my chest as my blood roared through my veins at a dangerous pace. And he knew it too. He knew my body was panicking—he could see it, taste it, hear it—and he was reveling in it. 
 
    “Intoxicating.” He closed his eyes for a brief moment as if to breath in the fumes before meeting my terrified gaze again. Craning his head to the side, he caressed my cheek with the back of his knuckles. “Have you missed this?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered speedily and then inwardly kicked myself in the gut. I couldn’t stop myself from telling the truth—my tongue was literally barred from spewing lies. “Dominic, please take away the compulsion. You don’t have to do this.”  
 
    “Don’t I?” 
 
    “No,” I said, though I wasn’t even sure why he was doing this. “This isn’t you.” 
 
    “Regrettably, you appear to be hell-bent on denying yourself any and all pleasure from me, which consequently means that I too am denied.” His eyes blackened into two onyx stones. “And believe me, angel, I am not in the business of denying myself anything, most of all, pleasure.” 
 
    “Then don’t.” I swallowed the tangled knot in my throat. “Go out and find yourself all the pleasure you can stand. Just leave me out of it!” 
 
    “Is that what you really want?” 
 
    “No.” I squeezed my eyes shut. Goddamn my stupid mouth. 
 
    “What do you insist on lying to yourself?” 
 
    “Because I’m good at it and it’s how I cope with things I’m too afraid to face.” I seriously couldn’t stop. 
 
    “Are you afraid of me?” he asked, suddenly curious. 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he tried to decipher my answer. “Elaborate.” 
 
    “I’m afraid of the way you make me feel.” 
 
    He shifted his body closer. “How do I—” 
 
    “Dominic, please! Don’t do this,” I pleaded, but I knew there was no use. He had carte blanche to ask me anything he wanted and lacked the moral fiber needed to deny himself of it. 
 
    “How do I make you feel?” he asked, speaking softly against my lips. 
 
    My insides clenched. “Uncaged.” 
 
    His cheek slowly climbed up on one side. “And that scares you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Because you like it,” he realized. 
 
    “Yes.” I felt naked and completely exposed. I bit down on my lip to keep from crying.  
 
    His gaze dropped down to my mouth as a low-sounding growl escaped his throat. “Then why do you deny yourself of it? Why do you deny me?”  
 
    That answer was easy. “Because I love Trace. Because it kills me to think of hurting him.” 
 
    His expression hardened as annoyance flashed through his eyes. “Yes, unfortunately, I’m well aware of that. The bloodbond goes both ways,” he reminded, his tone flat and resentful. “And that leaves me with a direct funnel to your stifled desires and ceaseless anxiety over Romeo’s feelings.” 
 
    “Oh, you poor baby,” I bit back, glaring at him. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you tricked me into a permanent bloodbond.”  
 
    His fangs clicked out like a warning and my breath hitched. 
 
    “Dominic…” I wanted to shake my head, to reach out and calm him before he did something he would regret, but my body was as useless as a marble statue. 
 
    “Yes, angel?” His tone was innocent, but his eyes were anything but. He licked his lips purposefully, drawing my attention down to his mouth.  
 
    Flashes of his euphoric bite invaded my mind and my knees immediately weakened. My heart didn’t want any part of this, but my body—my body was betraying me entirely as it did exactly what the bloodbond intended it to do. And he knew it too. He knew my body and my mind craved him like an addict craved their drug. 
 
    “Please.” I wasn’t sure if I was begging him not to bite me, or begging him to do it.  
 
    His hand moved down to my neck, fingers trailing against my pulsing veins as his eyes darkened with desire. “I’ll tell you what, angel.” His sultry voice sent a shiver down my back. “If you truly want me to stop—if you aren’t craving me the way I am you, then all you have to do is tell me so. Tell me you don’t want this and I will let you go.” 
 
    My mind was screaming at me to say the damn words, but my mouth refused to tell the lie. My body wanted him the way the desert wanted rain, the way a lonely heart ached for love. Every inch of me hungered for him to devour me. 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” He smiled victoriously. 
 
    “I hate you right now.” 
 
    “And soon you will love me again.” His fingers weaved into my hair, cupping the back of my head as he lowered his mouth to my neck and parted his lips against my skin.  
 
    My breathing staled as I basked in the sensation of his teeth grazing against the sensitive spot below my ear. 
 
    The minute his fangs broke through, my body clenched up and then released like a burning comet exploding in the sky. Ecstasy surged through my blood as pangs of need hit me, each wave begging and crying out for more. I wanted to wrap my arms around his neck and pull him in closer to me so that he couldn’t stop—to make sure he never stopped, but I was unable to move an inch, even in the direction that my body ached to go.  
 
    Panting and breathless, I cried out as my body grew slack in his arms.  
 
    He tightened his hold on me and my eyes rolled back in my head. There was no more worry in my mind, no fear plaguing my heart. Nothing existed and nobody mattered. It was just me and Dominic and the impenetrable bliss that had taken over my body—my entire existence.  
 
    The more blood he drew, the less aware of reality I became until I had detached from myself entirely. My legs weakened beneath me until I could barely stand, and when they finally gave out on me, Dominic held me steady in his arms before gently folding to the ground with me.  
 
    My lids fluttered as I struggled to keep them open. I wanted to tell him that I was fine—that he could take more, but my tongue was sealed to the roof of my mouth.  
 
    He picked up my chin and pulled my face up so that I was looking at him. Remnants of blood colored the corner of his lips as my eyes slowly crawled from his mouth to his eyes.  
 
    “My…blood,” I sputtered unevenly, unable to say any of the words I wanted to say.   
 
    He wiped the corner of his mouth and his expression fell. There was something pushing through his hooded eyes, something revealing I’d never seen in him before. It looked so much like remorse, but I was too out of it to be sure.  
 
    I closed my eyes, ready for the darkness to take me in its arms. 
 
    “Look at me, angel” he said as he ran his thumb across my cheeks. He wasn’t done with me. 
 
    Forcing my eyes open, I looked back at him. 
 
    “You were right the first time.” 
 
    I tried to focus on his eyes, on his words, but I couldn’t steady the room or clear the happy fog from my brain.  
 
    “I am a monster first and foremost, and that will never change” He bit down on his wrist and pierced a small hole. Blood bloomed from his snowy skin as he brought it to my lips. 
 
    I drew in his healing blood without further prompt. 
 
    “I have never had any qualms about what I am, about taking what I wanted and leaving nothing but devastation in my wake. And I must say, I rather enjoyed it.” His eyes were focused on my lips pressed against his wrist, but they were distant; here, yet someplace else. “But I find myself conflicted when it comes to you.”  
 
    In the thin veil of my awareness, his words registered. I didn’t know what to do with them or how to process them, but they felt important somehow—sacred. He carefully drew his wrist from my mouth and then wiped the smear of blood from my lips with his thumb.  
 
    “Why?” I asked breathlessly as I pressed my head back against the wall. The room was spinning so beautifully that for a moment, I thought I had orbited into the cosmos, but his words quickly yanked me back to earth. 
 
    “Because I am ruinously in love with you.” 
 
    Everything stopped. The spinning room, my beating heart, the earth’s rotation around the sun… 
 
    What the hell did he just say to me? 
 
    “And I fear it may very well be the end of me—something I cannot allow to be.” He swallowed down hard as if trying to entomb his words, his truth. “But I could not lay it to rest until I said it out loud, just once, where you could hear the words and know that I am not just a monster, but a man telling a woman that he loves her.” 
 
    My brain felt as though it had short-circuited. “You…love me.” 
 
    He caressed my cheek with his hand as his eyes softened in a way I had never seen from him before. Adoration. Desire. Helplessness. They all stared back at me through his eyes, and then just like that, they were gone.   
 
    “Forgive me, angel,” he pleaded as he shuttered himself off from me. “You mustn’t remember any of this.” 
 
    Panic knotted my stomach. “Please…don’t,” I begged, knowing what was coming next.   
 
    I didn’t want to forget this. I didn’t want him to take my memory away. He had shown me his true colors tonight and they had come in all shades of red and black and all of the darkness in between. And then for the rarest and faintest of seconds, he allowed me to glimpse into his heart, to see him as he was, and now he was going to take it all away.  
 
    “You can’t…do this,” I sputtered, fighting hard against the weakness. “You don’t have the right.” 
 
    “You will not remember any of this when you leave this room. You slept peacefully through the night and dreamt of wonderful things that freed your heart of pain…” His words crawled through my mind like soldiers overtaking their enemies as I drifted further and further away from this moment.   
 
    And just like that, victory was claimed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 32. PUSHBACK 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up the next morning feeling incredibly rested. I’d slept right through the night, and for the first time in, well, as long as I could remember, I hadn’t been plagued by nightmares. After grabbing a quick shower, I changed into a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt that Dominic had graciously stocked the guest dresser with, and then headed downstairs.  
 
    Trace, Dominic and Gabriel were all seated in the kitchen talking, though the quiet chatter immediately stopped as soon as I walked in the room. I wasn’t so much surprised as I was irritated by it. 
 
    “Don’t stop on my account,” I said, crossing my arms as I watched the three of them from the entrance. “I’m sure you have plenty more important details about my life to share with each other.” 
 
    “Are we still on this?” grumbled Dominic as he took of a sip of his drink—something way too dark to be apple juice. He was gazing out the window, his eyes aimed in the direction of his mother’s garden, and consequently, away from me, which was both unnerving and strange.  
 
    Trace pushed his bowl of cereal away as Gabriel set the newspaper down on the table. Obviously, they knew it was about to get as sticky as molasses in here. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, am I boring you with the whole five minutes I’ve had to process this?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Dominic.” Gabriel reproached his brother and then shook his head at him, a silent warning to tread carefully. 
 
    Too late.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “You are utterly heartless, you know that?” 
 
    He mumbled something under his breath, but I didn’t waste time trying to decipher it. His hardened expression told me everything I needed to know. At least Gabriel and Trace had remorse in their eyes, at least they cared that they’d hurt me by not giving me the entire story about my mother. But not Dominic. Nope. He was entirely unapologetic and unfeeling about everything he’d ever done to me and this time was no different. And I was sick and tired of it.  
 
    I stepped into the room, my arms still folded rigidly against my chest. “It must be nice going through life not giving a damn about anything or anyone else but yourself.”  
 
    “It has it perks,” he answered offhandedly.  
 
    “Like screwing over your friends and not giving a single crap about it?” 
 
    His eyes snapped to mine. “I don’t have a single friend in this world and that’s precisely the way I like it.” 
 
    I flinched at his words, at his disregard of me and everything we’d gone through together. Not wanting him to see the hurt he’d inflicted on me, I quickly steeled myself. “Thank you for reminding me of what you are, Dominic.” 
 
    “And what might that be, angel?”  
 
    “A callous cold-blooded liar.” 
 
    He tried to laugh it off, but there was a tenseness in his shoulders that gave him away. “I am a lot of things, angel—vile, unholy things—but a liar is not one of them.” 
 
    “More lies from the liar,” I spat, purposely poking the wolf.  
 
    “Tread carefully, little lamb.” 
 
    Scowling, I took another brazen step forward. “Or what? You’re going to lie to me some more?” 
 
    “I already told you, I did no such thing.” 
 
    “Really?” I snorted. “You heard what Engel said to me and you knew it was true, and you lied right to my face about it! Pretty sure that makes you a boldfaced liar.”  
 
    He rose from his chair and slapped it out of his way. “That isn’t how it happened and you know it,” he said, glowering at me as he threaded over to where I stood, stopping just inches from my face. 
 
    “Back up,” warned Trace, but Dominic staunchly ignored him.  
 
    “I never once claimed his words to be untrue or otherwise,” he said, his eyes flaring with black fire. “I simply pointed out that he was using them to play with your mind, which he was! You formed the rest of it on your own.” 
 
    “Semantics.” 
 
    His features sharpened. “You ought to be thanking me.” 
 
    “For what?” I scoffed. “Chaining me to you for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “For keeping you alive,” he growled out and then wiped out the remaining space between us. “Go ahead and punish me for not allowing you to chase after your dead mother and get us both killed, but I stand by what I did and I will not apologize for it. And I’ll tell you another truth, angel cake—” His face was so close to mine that our lips were nearly touching. “If I had to do it again, knowing what I know now, I would do it the same exact way.” 
 
    “And that’s why I will always loathe you, Dominic Huntington.” 
 
    “Because I don’t placate you,” he challenged.  
 
    “Because you don’t care a damn about me or my feelings.” 
 
    “We both know that’s as far from the truth as you could ever get.” He put his hand against the wall, barricading me against his body as if he somehow owned me.  
 
    My breath hitched.  
 
    “I said back up!” growled Trace as he pulled Dominic off of me.  
 
    Dominic stumbled back a step, but his eyes never strayed from mine and his sly grin never faltered. He knew his words had rattled my emotions and he loved every minute of it. 
 
    I steadied my breathing as I smoothed out my shirt. This had gotten way out of control, and I wasn’t even sure how it happened or why it escalated so quickly. 
 
    “I think we all need a breather here,” said Gabriel, standing in between Dominic and Trace with his arms outstretched towards them. “Try to remember we’re on the same side.” 
 
    “You better start controlling him,” warned Trace. “I’m getting real tired of watching him paw all over my girlfriend. Put a muzzle on him or I’ll do it for you.” 
 
    “I’d certainly like to see you try, Romeo.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” I threw my hands in the air. “Here we go again.” 
 
    “Anytime, dead boy. Any time.” 
 
    “No time like the present time…” 
 
    Screw this, I thought as I pushed off the wall and stormed out of the kitchen. I wasn’t about to stick around and watch them maim each other again. This was going to get us nowhere and we still had a million miles left to run before we were anywhere near being out of the clear.  
 
    Despite my anger over being lied to about my mother, I wasn’t going to let it hold me back from what needed to be done. Right now, the fire in my heart was the only thing I had propelling me forward and I was going to put it to use for once—to use it as fuel to push me forward and do what I had to do, because the fact of the matter remained the same; my mother was dead and I needed her blood. Being outraged about it wouldn’t change the truth or mitigate what had to be done.  
 
    “Where are you going?” called Trace from somewhere over my shoulder.  
 
    “I’m going to see my uncle.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    I heard the three of them hiss and object in unison, albeit poorly timed and unharmoniously. I stopped walking and turned around. Blank faces stared back at me with a mixture of surprise, frustration and confusion.  
 
    “He owes me an explanation.” 
 
    “He isn’t going to give you one.” Trace shook his head as he took a cautious step towards me. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “I’m not giving him an option. I need answers and I need the sire blood, and he’s the only one that can give them to me.” I was determined to stay detached yet focused on what I had to do. 
 
    “What makes you believe your uncle would help with either of those things?” asked Gabriel, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Because I’m the Daughter of Hades.” I shifted on my feet as the remainder of my tolerance went up in smoke. “Because the Morningstar bloodline is dominant in me and I have the Amulet. All of that makes me a threat to them and I think it’s time they found out just how big of a threat I really am.”  
 
    “You can’t do that,” said Trace, worry creasing his brows. “You can’t just go to war with The Order.” 
 
    “I’m already at war with them, Trace. I just didn’t realize it until now.” Taking a step to him, I gently touched my hand to his cheek. “Look, I’m not going in there like a deranged lunatic. I’m giving him a chance to join sides—to help me seal the Realms for good and work with me so that I don’t have to be a threat to anyone anymore. If he knows they can’t get rid of me, maybe he’ll actually start working with me instead of against me.”  
 
    The truth was unavoidable; they had more resources and information than all of us combined. If there was a way to make it to the end of this in one piece, without destroying the entire world in the process, the Order would have the answer.  
 
    He exhaled gruffly, knowing he wasn’t going to change my mind about this. “Then I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I have to do this alone. It’s not just about Order politics. This is my family.”  
 
    “There’s hardly a difference,” muttered Dominic, but I ignored him. 
 
    “A million things could go wrong, Jemma.” Trace folded his arms across his chest. “You’re not going alone.” 
 
    Gabriel and Dominic stood beside him in agreement. Suddenly, they were a united front.  
 
    Traitors. 
 
    “Dominic and I will secure the perimeter and keep an eye on things outside,” added Gabriel.  
 
    “The perimeter?” I looked at them like they had all lost their minds. “I’m going to my uncle’s house not a battle field. 
 
    “Same difference,” said Dominic. 
 
    “We still don’t know if your uncle was involved in the attack against you,” reminded Gabriel. “If he was, then it is very possible that he might tip off the Order while the two of you are talking.” 
 
    Crap on a cracker. He had a point. 
 
    “Fine,” I conceded begrudgingly. I may not have been afraid of my uncle anymore, but I also wasn’t stupid. He couldn’t be trusted. End of story. “But I’m doing the talking!”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 33. DEAD GIRL TALKING 
 
      
 
      
 
    The late-morning sun slipped behind a thicket of gray clouds as Trace and I walked up the front steps of the Blackburn Estate. Gabriel and Dominic had parked the truck at the end of the driveway and were securing the border around the estate. Even though I had initially fought them on it, I felt safer knowing they were keeping an eye on things outside.  
 
    I rang the doorbell and waited. Granted, I could have easily kicked the door down and stormed inside the house like a hurricane rolling off the shore, but I decided to go with the more subtle approach. A dark shadow moved on the other side of the glass and then the door swung open.  
 
    My uncle’s face blanched as he took me in. 
 
    “Surprise,” I said flatly. “I’m alive.”  
 
    Okay, maybe I wasn’t that subtle after all. 
 
    “J-J-Jemma! Wha—hoaww—” He blinked rapidly as though his eyes were playing nasty little tricks on him.  
 
    “I know, right? It’s like seeing a ghost or something, except I’m not a ghost.” I titled my head to the side innocently and then asked, “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” 
 
    “How did you…where did you…?” His stammering abruptly relented as his eyes thinned with suspicion. “I see. Well, yes. Yes, of course. Where are my manners?” He took a small step back as if to give us enough space to enter, though he didn’t actually say the words. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “I’m not a Revenant,” I said and then walked into the house.  
 
    Trace followed in close behind me. His shoulders were tense and his jaw was clamped shut. He looked like he was working hard to stop himself from talking—or punching my uncle in the nose. 
 
    “And I’m not an Alt either,” I added when my uncle’s eyes fell curiously on Trace, probably wondering if he had brought back a version of me from the past. 
 
    “Of course not.” He swallowed noisily as his mind tried to make sense out of everything. He looked so far out of the loop he probably couldn’t even see it from where he was standing.   
 
    I almost felt bad for him.  
 
    Almost.  
 
    I pulled the Amulet out from under my t-shirt and let him take a good hard look at it. It was time I put all my cards on the table and played the hand I was dealt. 
 
    His eyes widened into saucers. “The Immortal Amulet,” he whispered to himself and then wiggled his head from side to side. “It can’t be.” 
 
    “It can be, and it is.” I glanced down the hallway, towards the kitchen. “I think we have some things to discuss.” 
 
    “We certainly do.” His eyes never parted from the gleaming pendant dangling from my neck as though entranced by it. “My office,” he said and then gestured towards the grand staircase.  
 
    Tucking the Amulet back under my shirt, we turned and headed up the stairs to his office. 
 
    Once inside, Trace leaned back against the door as I sat down in the leather chair across my uncle’s desk. It was the very same chair I’d sat in when he told me the truth about my bloodlines all those months ago. I remembered how I had worried that I’d never fully get to see the world from his side of the looking glass, and as I sat there in that moment, I realized I had been right along.  
 
    I didn’t waste time mincing words with small talk. “I know the Order put that hit on me the night of Taylor’s party,” I began, my voice as steady as a rock. “And I’m pretty sure you were in on it.” I quickly held my hand up when he began to object. “It doesn’t really matter what you say. After all the lies you’ve told, I wouldn’t believe you anyway.” 
 
    He closed his mouth and pressed his hands into a steeple as the sad truth settled in between us. 
 
    “I don’t trust you nor do I respect you or the way your organization operates…but I do understand.”  
 
    “Really?” He appeared to be perplexed by this. “And what is it that you think you understand?”  
 
    “I’m not so stupid as to think that my measly little life would ever outweigh the lives of thousands, maybe millions. Not in the eyes of the Order anyway.” 
 
    “Then you’ve been made aware about the prophecy,” he surmised, bouncing a glance at Trace over my shoulder before returning his focus to me.  
 
    “That I’m the Daughter of Hades? That my blood is the key to unlocking Lucifer’s cage?” I exhaled sharply. “Yup, I know all about it. I also know I’m never going to willingly open that door.” 
 
    “It isn’t as simple as that, Jemma.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” I agreed. “But it didn’t have to be this hard either. You could’ve worked with me instead of against me. You could have told me the truth and given me a fighting chance to live. Not because I’m only seventeen years old. Not even because I’m your niece, your flesh and blood. But because I deserved a chance to prove that I was more than some ancient prophecy…so that my father didn’t die in vain protecting me.” A thickness pressed in at the back of my throat as I thought about my father and everything he’d sacrificed so that I could live. I tucked it away in a safe place—the place I kept all my treasured things—and I pressed on. “But it’s not too late. You can still do the right thing and help me now.” 
 
    “And how would I do that?’ he asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “Sanguinarium is bleeding into our world and it’s weakening the Realms around it. You know that more than I do.” I leaned forward in my chair and met his eyes. “But we can stop it. We can bring the Barrier back up and seal it for good.”  
 
    “How do you know this?” He appeared to be confused as to how I’d acquired so much information, especially when they’d worked as hard as they did to keep so much of it away from me. His eyes flicked to Trace like an accusation.   
 
    “Because,” I said as his eyes made their way back to me. “I was there when the Casters brought it down.”  
 
    I went on to explain how the Sisters of Roderick had been commissioned by Engel to help him bring forth The Uprising, a plot in which Revenants everywhere would come out of the shadows with Engel as their leader. He listened intently as I spoke about being locked away in his dungeon and later Invoking during the ritual, though he remained especially silent when I told him the sordid details of how I’d vanquished Engel in that field.  
 
    “Arianna thinks they can bring the wall back up,” I concluded, bringing us back to the reason I had come here in the first place. “All we need is blood from one of Engel’s sires. My mother’s blood.” 
 
    His face turned the color of ash and I knew then that what Arianna had told me was true. 
 
    “She’s been in that crypt all this time. Right under the ground I was walking on.” It took me a minute to process the reality and stifle the sudden urge to make him pay for what he’d done to me—to my family.  
 
    “She was given a dignified burial despite the choices she made in her life.” 
 
    I flinched at his implication that she’d chosen that life for herself. Trace swiftly moved in behind me and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “How could you keep this from me and Tessa?” I asked in outrage. 
 
    “That was decided long before you came here, my dear, and not by me.” 
 
    “Then by who? The Order?”  
 
    “Certainly not,” he replied haughtily. “Thomas made that decision for you when Jaqueline Turned,” he said, not even bothering to hide his disgust for her. “Along with a slew of other poor decisions.” 
 
    “My father knew.” I felt as if my body was going to slump to the floor.  
 
    “Of course he knew. Why else do you think he took you and your sister away from here? He should have staked her when he had the chance,” he said quietly as though speaking to himself now. “But Thomas never could do right by that woman.”  
 
    I felt overwhelmed by questions of why and how this had all happened, but I wasn’t sure I was prepared to hear the truth—or worse, the lies and half-truths that my uncle would mostly likely tell me instead.  
 
    How could my mother do this to my father? To me and Tessa? What could have possibly possessed her to give up her family and children, her entire identity, to become the thing she was bred to hunt? 
 
     “Why did she do it?” I asked him even though I wasn’t sure I could stomach the truth.  
 
     “Jaqueline is the only one who can answer that question,” he said as shadows from the past flickered through his eyes.  
 
    I suspected he knew much more than he was letting on, but it was obvious he wasn’t going to tell me anything. The past was a twisted tale of horror that he kept hidden inside of him like a second heart, and I had to make peace with the fact that I may never see it. Not from him anyway, but maybe from the source. 
 
    “I want to see her.” My demand surprised everyone in the room, including me.  
 
    Up until now, my only focus was on getting her blood to seal Sanguinarium, but suddenly, I felt myself wanting to see her; to know who she was.  
 
    “Absolutely not.” He shook his head with finality. “It’s out of the question.”  
 
    “But she can help us! Her blood can—” 
 
    “She will do no such thing!” His voice boomed across the room as he slammed his hands down on the desk. “Jaqueline Morningstar will never see the light of day again.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 34. WICKED DEEDS 
 
      
 
      
 
    The storm-clouds darkened outside the windows as I stared speechlessly at my uncle across the desk, the sound of his boisterous voice still echoing through my head like gunfire. I couldn’t imagine what my mother could’ve done so bad that it warranted her an eternity in a box. It just didn’t line up with any of the things I’d been told about her growing up. In fact, I couldn’t remember a single time my father spoke an ill-word about her.   
 
    Granted, he never broached the subject often, probably because it was too painful for him, and later, as Tess and I got older, it was us who preferred not to bring her up. But in those rare moments when our lives stopped and he spoke of her, his eyes lit up like the Fourth of July every single time. She was the love of his entire existence, and somehow, knowing that had always given me solace. It was through his undying love for her that I learned forgiveness. And from that forgiveness, I had found my peace.  
 
    And now, thanks to my uncle, that peace was quickly crumbling like dry mud in my hands. 
 
    “She doesn’t deserve to be down there,” I said, speaking blindly from my heart. I couldn’t accept that a man as strong and noble as my father would love someone who wasn’t his absolute equal—who wasn’t just as magnanimous as he was.  
 
    He wouldn’t. None of this was adding up. 
 
    “You know nothing of your mother and even less of the monster she became.”  
 
    “Then tell me!” I demanded, my palms slick with sweat. “Tell me why I can’t know her.” 
 
    “Jemma.” Trace squeezed my shoulder as he tried to calm me down, to keep me focused on the end goal.  
 
    But I couldn’t. This was my mother he was talking about and she was laying lifeless in wooden box. And for what? Because she was Revenant? So were Gabriel and Dominic and who knows how many others, and they were all permitted to live freely amongst us, so why the hell couldn’t she when everything inside of me was telling me that she could; when everything in me was screaming at me to get her out of there. 
 
    “He’s hiding something, Trace. Just like he always is.” My gaze snapped back to my uncle. “Tell me the truth!” 
 
    My uncle’s eyes hardened into stone. “Very well. If it’s the truth you want, then it’s the truth you shall get,” he warned, his tone as cold as a frozen tundra. “You mother was a depraved murderer who slaughtered hundreds of innocent people in cold-blood. She cared nothing for you or your sister and even less of her friends and loved ones—those of us who had sacrificed everything for her!” There was more than just repulsion in his tone; there was detestation and hatred.  
 
    “Her only loyalty in this world was to her unquenchable lust for blood, and to her sire, and opening that casket today would yield the very same result. Something that I’d sooner die for before ever allowing to happen,” he said with deadly conviction in his eyes. “It took over a decade and countless lives lost to hunt her down and put an end to her reign of terror, and when we finally did, the world was a better place because Jaqueline Morningstar was no longer in it.” 
 
    An icy chill entered my body and I shivered at its callous hands.  
 
    “Is that truth enough for you, my dear?” His penetrating eyes stared me down, waiting to see if he’d broken me.  
 
    My throat felt dry and thick with sorrow, but I’d be damned if I let him render me silent. “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    The corner of his eyes lined as he took in my disparaging expression. “Do not waste your gifts trying to save the unredeemable. She will bite off the very hand you saved her with.” He leaned forward, his elbows resting on the desk. “Let the High Casters do their Job and you do yours.” 
 
    I looked up confused. “Mine?” 
 
    “If you are truly as indestructible and determined to defy the prophecy as you have presented yourself to be, then go forth and do so. Go to the Underworld and find Lucifer. Destroy him in his tomb so that he never threatens you or this world again. That is your true purpose and nothing else.” 
 
    Okay, now we’re getting somewhere. I closed my broken heart to the past and refocused on the here and now. On the future that was coming at me full speed ahead. “How do I do it?” 
 
    He slowly withdrew to his chair, pressing himself against the backrest. “It isn’t just the Realms around Sanuinarium that have weakened. Hades has become just as vulnerable. Now is your chance to get in. If you’re ready to face your destiny as you say, then come to Temple tomorrow and we will ready a conclave of Watchers and Anakim to fight beside you.” 
 
    A dark, visceral fear speared through my insides as I ruminated on my day of reckoning. Just like that, my house of cards had fallen once again, shifting and rearranging themselves as they illuminated the way to my destiny.  
 
    Could I trust the path before me or would I find myself amongst smoke and mirrors once again? 
 
    I looked back at my uncle for answers; for reassurance that I wasn’t in this alone. “How do I know you’re telling me the truth? How do I know you’re really trying to help me this time?”  
 
    “You don’t,” he said curtly and without apology. “You’re just going to have to trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Arianna was waiting for us at the Manor when we returned after my meeting with my uncle. I’d stayed silent for most of the drive home and let Trace do the talking so that Gabriel and Dominic could get caught up on what had gone down. I needed a minute to get my thoughts together; to let the reality of what I was going to do sink in. Of course, I’d always known that this was coming, and so it wasn’t a complete shock. I just didn’t realize it was going to be so soon. 
 
    “Any Reapers up for some time travelling?” asked Arianna as we convened inside the den. Despite how we’d left things off last night, she appeared to still be willing to help us. 
 
    “About that.” Trace tucked his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “It looks like we’re not going that way after all.” 
 
    Arianna looked confused. “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “The Order is confident that they can bring the walls back up,” offered Gabriel. “They feel it’s best if Jemma uses this time—the weakness between Realms—to ready herself for her real mission.” 
 
    “Still not following,” she sang with frustration.  
 
    “I’m going to Hell,” I said plainly. “And I don’t mean figuratively.”  
 
    Trace snaked his hand through mine.  
 
    Her lids fluttered as she processed the information. “Then it’s true?” she asked, her eyes thinning with curiosity. “You really are the Daughter of Hades.” 
 
    “The one and only,” answered Dominic.  
 
    “And what exactly is it that you intend to do on this mission?” 
 
    “I’m going to vanquish Lucifer, once and for all. It’s the only way to stop what’s coming and the only real chance I have at ever living a normal life.” My gaze instinctually gravitated to Trace. My future. My forever love. “My uncle’s putting a team together as we speak.” Hopefully a team good enough to ensure we got out of there in one piece. 
 
    “Jemma, do you trust your uncle?” she asked me suddenly. 
 
    My eyes boomeranged back at her strange question. “Why are you asking me that?” 
 
    “Because,” she said, her brown eyes thinning. “I’m pretty sure he’s trying to kill you.” 
 
    And there went all the air in the room again.  
 
    “That’s quite a weighty accusation,” said Dominic, crossing his arms over his chest as he narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “Why do you think he’s trying to kill me?” I asked, my nails digging into the back of Trace’s hand as a fresh wave of panic scraped its way through my entails. 
 
    “Because, this mission you’re going on,” said Arianna, taking a step to where I stood frozen in place. “It’s a suicide mission. You won’t get out of there alive.” 
 
    “Why not?” I needed her to lay it out for me in black and white. 
 
    “Because it’s not Walmart,” she answered dryly. “We can’t just walk in and out of Hades when we feel like it.” 
 
    “Yes, but she’s a direct Descendant of Lucifer,” reminded Gabriel, refusing to accept that the Order would be setting me up. “Her blood is—”  
 
    “Yeah, her blood is special,” she quickly cut him off. “But she’s still only flesh and bone. Her body won’t survive the environment. None of us can.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked her, my voice small but steady.  
 
    “Hades is a one-way ticket,” she said emphatically. “If you go there, you aren’t ever coming back.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 35. DRIVEN UNDER 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I knew it.” I slumped down on the chair to keep myself from spiraling out of control. “I knew I couldn’t trust him.”  
 
    Not only did my uncle make no concerted effort to deny trying to kill me at Taylor’s party, but he just openly tried doing it again. He never had any intention of helping me—none of them did. They just wanted to wipe me away from existence. To lock me away in a tomb with Lucifer for the rest of eternity.  
 
    I should have known better than to trust him. He was evil incarnate.  
 
    Then again, maybe he had the right idea. Maybe sacrificing myself for the greater good of all was the only way to stop the prophecy from running its course. The thought turned my blood into ice. 
 
    “So what now?” I asked, trying not to sound completely hopeless. 
 
    “It’s not hopeless,” answered Arianna. “We can still get the sire blood.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She looked over at Trace; my endless beacon of hope. 
 
    “I can get us into Temple, but I’ve never been inside the Necro.” His eyes flashed to me regretfully because he knew I’d know what that meant.  If he hadn’t been inside the Necropolis, he couldn’t picture it, and if he couldn’t picture it, he couldn’t port us there. 
 
    “I’ve been there,” said Gabriel as he sauntered over to Trace, his expression haunted. “Just once.” 
 
    “One time is all I need.” He turned back to me, his dimples popping as something crossed his mind. “What about all that stuff your uncle said about her?” he asked cautiously, concern filtering through his expression. 
 
    I had my doubts before, but now, after learning that my uncle was in fact trying to send me to Hell on a suicide mission…it confirmed what I already knew in my heart.  
 
    “It was all a lie,” I stated boldly. “Just like everything else he said.” 
 
    Trusting my judgement call, Trace nodded and then turned to Gabriel with a sheepish look on his face. “I need to, uh, touch you while you think about the place.” 
 
    Gabriel nodded. “I know how this works.”  
 
    At the same time, they each reached out to grab the other one’s hand and wound up bumping fingers awkwardly. Trace pulled back first and then quickly grabbed a hold of Gabriel’s wrist. Once connected, they closed their eyes so that Trace could lift the memory from Gabriel’s mind and transfer it to his own.  
 
    A fraction of a second later, his piercing blues were back on me, glowing with success. “Done.”  
 
    “Great,” said Arianna as she tucked her hair behind her ears. “Now find her casket and port her back here.” 
 
    Her morbid words twisted my stomach into a knot, but I forced myself to ignore it. “I’m coming with you,” I said as I stood up and reclaimed my place beside him. He needed backup in case something went wrong and since Gabriel and Dominic’s mere presence in the building would tip off the spelled alarms, that only left me.  
 
    Gabriel slipped off his leather jacket, revealing a military-style shoulder holster. He pulled it off from around his head and then tossed it over to me. “Just in case.”  
 
    “Nice.” My lips peeled into a smile as I examined the thick leather straps and then slipped my arms through them. The harness floated around me, but the second I adjusted the straps and tightened it to my body, it fit like a second skin. “I seriously need one of these,” I said as I opened the pockets and inspected the throwing knives and other useful weaponry.  
 
    “It’s yours,” said Gabriel with a small smile. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Trace, slinking his arms around my waist and pulling me into his warmth.  
 
    Could you ever really be ready for what I was about to do? “Nope.” 
 
    But we were doing this anyway and with that thought, we were gone. 
 
      
 
    The cold air bit out at me as Trace and I materialized inside the Sacred Necropolis. The deep underground cavern loomed nearly a hundred feet over us as thick stalactites dripped from the ceiling like icicles. With my arms still looped safely around Trace’s back, I took in the haunting sight and gasped. And endless sea of gilded coffins sliced through the trenches like veins inside a body. I couldn’t believe that my mother had been in here all this time, possibly just a few feet away from where I stood, rotting away with the other corpses.  
 
    “How are we supposed to find her in here?” I asked as I stepped back from Trace, my feet solid against the packed earth. “There must be hundreds of coffins in here.”  
 
    Trace’s brows furrowed as he scanned the open space and then walked up to one of the caskets resting nearby. “They’re all numbered,” he said, reading a string of numbers off the front. “No names.” 
 
    “Great.” Not that it would’ve helped. We didn’t have enough time to go through each and every coffin in search of my mother’s name. “We’re never going to find her. This is a complete waste of time.” I was a little too eager to abandon the search and get the hell out of there. 
 
    “Maybe not,” said Trace, walking up to me. “Maybe you can track her.”  
 
    I gave him a what-the-hell-are-you-talking-about look. I wasn’t in the mood for his groundless optimism. Not today. Not while we were in here looking for a needle in an underground cemetery. “Get real, Trace. There’s hundreds of coffins in here. Maybe thousands. She could be in any of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you Invoked, right?” His dimples pressed in as he smiled at me. “And technically, she’s a Rev.” 
 
    Hmm, he had a point. “But I’m not—” I paused to think of the right word “—sensing anything.” It only happened once or twice before and I wasn’t even sure how I did it. It just sort of happened and then suddenly I knew I was among Revs. It was all very fluke-ish.  
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    I looked at him strangely. 
 
    “Just trust me.” 
 
    I closed my eyes.  
 
    “Clear your mind and focus on my voice. Only my voice.” 
 
    Shifting my weight, I did as he said.  
 
    “Can you hear your heart beating?” he asked me.  
 
    I shook my head that I didn’t. 
 
    He picked up my hand and placed it against my chest. “You feel that?” 
 
    I nodded as my heart gently thumped against my hand.  
 
    “Listen to it,” he said, and I did as I was told. 
 
    At first I didn’t hear anything but the sound of dripping water cascading from the ceiling, but as I continued to force my focus inward, I suddenly became aware of the soft droning of my heart. It was faint at first, because I wasn’t scared anymore, but it steadily got louder until I felt as though it were beating in my ears.  
 
    “Walk,” he said, but I hesitated, afraid I might unwittingly walk into a coffin. “I’m right here,” he assured me. “Just keep listening to the sound of your heart beating. You’ll know where to go.” 
 
    Trusting him,  I carefully turned to my right and took a small step. My body hummed from his proximity as my heart continued to beat steadily in my ears. I took a few more steps and the sound became fainter. Stopping, I turned on my heel and backtracked the other way. The sound picked up again. The further I walked, the louder my heart sounded until it was a deafening scream in my ears.  Instinctively, I stopped in my tracks, knowing that she was here. I turned to the left and set my hand down on a hard surface.  
 
    Opening my eyes, my gaze settled on the gilded wood beneath my hand. “I think this is it.” 
 
    Trace was right beside me. He unlatched the side locks and pulled open the coffin.  
 
    A young man in his late-twenties lay motionless before us, and my heart sank.  
 
    “It didn’t work.” 
 
    “Yes, it did,” he said and then ticked his chin to the small piece of wood protruding from his chest. “You definitely tracked a Rev.” 
 
    “Just not the right Rev.” I was thankful just the same because had I completely messed that up, we would have come face to face with a decomposing body or skeleton. And, oh my God, I so did not need to see that.  
 
    “It felt so strong. I was sure it was her,” I said, sort of to myself. 
 
    Trace closed the lid and then turned to his right. There was another coffin right behind us, parallel to the one I’d stopped beside. Without saying anything, he stalked over to it, unlatched the lock, and then yanked it open. 
 
    My eyes nearly fell out of my head as I took in the unaged woman damned to eternal rest before me. She looked just like Tessa with the same dark hair and raised alabaster cheekbones, and I knew it was her.  
 
    Jaqueline Morningstar… 
 
    My mother.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 36. THE TIES THAT BIND 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it her?” asked Trace before bothering to turn around and notice my horrified expression. 
 
    He’d never met my mother before so he didn’t exactly know what she was supposed to look like. Then again, neither had I, though I’d seen pictures of her before. Even if she wasn’t a near replica of my sister, the image of her face had already been burned into my mind since childhood. I’d know her anywhere.  
 
    “It’s her.”  
 
    “I didn’t expect her to be so young.” 
 
    I was thinking the same thing. She couldn’t have been much older than Tessa which meant she had to have been in her early twenties when she Turned.   
 
    “Are you okay…with all this?” 
 
    “With seeing my long-lost mother laying lifeless in a coffin? No,” I said and steeled myself. “But I’ll get over it.” 
 
    Eventually. 
 
    He kissed the top of my forehead and then looked down at me, regret swirling deep in his sapphire eyes. “I hate to make this any worse, but I’m going to have to take her out of there.”  
 
    “I know. Just do what you have to do,” I said, my eyes never straying from my mother’s lifeless body.  
 
    He caressed my cheek gently and then turned back to the gilded casket. Reaching inside, he slipped one arm under her neck and one under the fold of her knees and then lifted her out of the box and into his arms. 
 
    Stepping back, I watched. I watched and nothing more. I refused to feel anything about it. I remained calm and detached and focused on what we were here to do. I had to. It was the only way I could make it through to the end of this with my mind still in once piece.  
 
    Without meeting Trace’s eyes, I stepped around to his back and wrapped my arms around his lower waist. I didn’t want to see my mother’s body in his arms. I didn’t want to see any of it.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed down the grief.  
 
      
 
    Trace ported us back to the Manor where Dominic, Gabriel and Arianna were all waiting for us in the den. Their chatter fell silent and captivated faces stared back at us as we re-appeared in the middle of the room with my mother’s body in Trace’s arms. A clap of thunder rattled the house as the room slowly solidified around us. The looming storm from earlier had finally touched down just in time to welcome us home. 
 
    Hugging my arms for warmth, I stepped away from Trace and hurried to the fireplace where Dominic was standing with his arm over the mantel and a drink in his hand. I needed the heat of the fire to warm my body; the nearness of his body to calm my chaotic soul. Unconsciously, I shifted and swayed closer to him until my arm was touching his.  
 
    His gaze dropped to our touching body parts, and then back to my face, but I couldn’t meet his eyes. He didn’t say anything and then his gaze returned to Trace as he and Gabriel carefully laid my mother down on the sofa.   
 
    “She...” Gabriel shook his head, awestruck by what he was seeing. “She looks just like Tessa.” 
 
    Trace craned his head to get a better look at her and then nodded. “She has Jemma’s mouth though.” 
 
    The room grew silent as everyone stared down at my mother’s lifeless body, appraising her features. This whole thing was disturbing and making me wholly uncomfortable.  
 
    “Can everyone stop gawking at her!” I snapped, glaring at each of them. “We didn’t bring her back here for an impromptu viewing so how about we stop staring at her and start getting this over and done with,” I said and then turned to Arianna, my patience teetering along the edge of a cliff. “What is the next step?”  
 
    She played with a ring around her finger. “We reanimate her and siphon her blood.” 
 
    “Great.” I uncrossed my arms and walked towards the sofa where my mother lay in wait. Her once-alabaster skin was lined with fissures and looked to be a sickly shade much closer to gray. “Get me something to store her blood in.” 
 
    “With all due respect, angel,” interrupted Dominic as he crossed the room to where I stood and then took a sip of his drink. “I really don’t think you’re the right person for this job.” 
 
    “This job is my mother,” I answered tartly. 
 
    “And that’s precisely why someone else should do it. You’re emotionally invested.” 
 
    “Do I look emotional to you right now?”  
 
    “He’s right,” agreed Gabriel, placing a friendly hand on my shoulder. “On the off chance that what your uncle said about her was true, she must be incapacitated immediately afterwards. There can be no hesitation.” 
 
    “Then I won’t hesitate.” I looked back at Trace, hoping for some kind of allegiance, but there was none to be found. 
 
    “It’s not worth the risk,” he said and then shook his head softly—with pity. “Besides, you shouldn’t have to see this.” 
 
    Angry rain pelted against the windows like falling pebbles. The lights in the room flickered as the storm gathered traction outside. A part of me felt like it was a sign—a warning from the heavens telling us we shouldn’t play with fire. To abort this mission and find another way.  
 
    But, of course, we wouldn’t. We’d dance in the inferno until our skin was charred right off its bone. 
 
    “Fine. You win,” I conceded, but not because I thought I couldn’t do what needed to be done. I knew that I could. But because I didn’t want the only living memory I’d have of my mother to be the moment when I drove a stake back into her heart. My hands curled at my sides. “I’ll wait in the hall,” I said and then left the room in silence.  
 
    Outside in the open hallway, I pressed my back against the wall and squeezed my eyes shut. I tried to sink away from the moment, to block out their voices as they argued about who would be charged with the stake and who would be drawing out her blood. I didn’t want to listen to them discuss how best to strap the Revenant down, and I certainly didn’t want to think about how that Revenant in there was my mother.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes tighter and searched inside for better days. Days with Trace’s arms fastened tightly around my waist and his lips pushed up against mine. Days when tomorrow didn’t matter and the starry nights went on forever. There weren’t enough of those days to hold onto anymore. They were slipping away faster than I could count them. 
 
    Dominic propped himself against the wall beside me. I didn’t have to open my eyes to know it was him.  
 
    “A penny for your thoughts,” he asked, tipping his shoulder into mine.  
 
    I offered no thoughts and no words. There just weren’t any of those either. 
 
    After a quiet pause, he asked, “Are you still upset with me?” 
 
    I met his dark eyes, wondering if he really cared about the answer to that. I couldn’t tell. “No,” I admitted. “I’m not.” 
 
    If Dominic, Gabriel and Trace had avoided telling me about my mother’s existence to prevent me from feeling even one ounce of the aguish I was feeling now, then I understood why they did it and I didn’t fault them for it anymore. 
 
    I knew they cared about me—all three of them, and each in their own special way.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, angel. I was beginning to think I might actually have to apologize to you.” His closed mouth pulled into a smile. 
 
    “As if you even know how,” I retorted.  
 
    “I’m a very fast learner.” His smile widened and I couldn’t help but smile back at him. 
 
    “What are they doing in there?” I asked as I ticked my chin to the den. “What’s the holdup?” 
 
    “Romeo and the bombshell are going over the plan again while my brother fetches the necessary…tools,” he answered choppily as though weary and very aware of my apprehension.  
 
    I nodded and then met his eyes again. “Bombshell, huh?” 
 
    “Well, she is rather easy on the eyes.” 
 
    “Maybe you should marry her then.” 
 
    Dominic clicked his tongue. “Is that jealousy I’m detecting?” 
 
    “Not even in your dreams, Dominic.” I couldn’t even cope with the idea of it, and definitely not today. I faced forward again and distracted myself with a family portrait hanging on the wall.  
 
    “Was that your mother?” I asked him, remarking how much they looked alike. She had the same curly, blond hair he did, only it was much longer, and her eyes were a beautiful shade of amber, but almond-shaped and cat-like.  
 
    “Indeed, it was,” he said without taking his eyes off me.  
 
    “She was beautiful.”  
 
    “Yes, I suppose she was,” he said and then leaned in closer to me. “The cursed usually are.”  
 
    I met his eyes as Gabriel zipped past us on the way to the den.  
 
    “We’re ready,” he announced and then disappeared into the room. 
 
    “This too shall pass, angel.” He bowed his head and then left me in the hallway to ponder the possibility alone. 
 
    I closed my eyes again and tried not to listen to what was going on in the other room, but my sudden super-sonic hearing refused to play along.  
 
    Against my better judgement and the natural law of self-preservation, I listened to Arianna give out directives to Trace on how to hold her down, and then to Gabriel as he narrated the steps he would be taking to draw out my mother’s portal-closing blood. The needle had been inserted into her arm and they were ready to draw out her blood the moment Arianna gave the okay for Dominic to pull out the wooden dagger.  
 
    It was all perfectly planned; the stick would come out, the blood stolen, and then the stick would go right back in and we could all go back to living our miserable lives as though this never happened.  
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    With a gasp and a man’s shout and the screech of chairs shuffling back and forth, it was clear that all hell had broken loose in the den.  
 
    And by hell, of course, I meant my mother.   
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 37. MOTHER’S DAY 
 
      
 
      
 
    A blur of dark clothes and ebony locks rushed passed me in the hallway, and I knew it was her. My mother. Kicking off the wall, I took off running after her, intent on blocking her at the door before she could get away, but I wasn’t fast enough. She’d reached the door like a burst of wind and swung it open before I even reached the foyer. The thundering storm greeted her with closed arms and she stopped dead in her tracks. But I knew it wasn’t the rain she was afraid of.  
 
    It was the daylight. 
 
    I heard footsteps rush up behind me, but I held my hand out and stopped them from going any further. 
 
    “Mom.” I called her out on purpose, needing for her to retreat from her attempted prison break. All she’d have to do was take one step outside and she’d realize that the sun was no more of a barrier to her than the moon was.  
 
    Her back straightened into a line. Slowly, as though she had all the time in the world, she turned around and faced me. Her brows were pulled down low over a pair of striking silver eyes. She couldn’t have been a day olderthan twenty-five, but her eyes were carrying a much heavier number than that. 
 
    “What did you call me?” she croaked. Her voice had the same raspy texture that Tessa’s had although that could have just been the result of not speaking for years.  
 
    The floor undulating beneath me as though it were conspiring to knock me on my ass. I found my center and kept myself focused on luring her back inside and not on the fact that I was speaking to my dead mother.  
 
    “I’m not here to hurt you,” I said and took a step towards her. 
 
    She clicked out her fangs and I quickly retreated.  
 
    “Who are you?” she hissed. 
 
    “My name is Jemma Blackburn. I’m your…” I swallowed the boulder-sized knot in my throat. “Daughter.” 
 
    She flinched, though it was barely perceptible had I not been staring at her like I wanted to sear her face into my brain.  
 
    She didn’t respond to my statement. Instead she asked, “How long have I been incapacitated?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “You’re the one that brought me back?’  
 
    “Me and my friends did, yes.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed into vertical slits. “Why?”  
 
    “Because,” I said and then tried again to take a step towards her, this time with my hands up. “We need your help.” 
 
    “My help?” she repeated doubtfully as she cast a glance at the tube dangling from her vein. “Or my blood?” 
 
    “Your blood.” I didn’t see the point in lying to her. She already didn’t trust us. Maybe telling her the truth might yield a different response from her. Like cooperation.  
 
    She relaxed her shoulders a little and raised her chin. “What do you need my blood for?” Her tone wasn’t so much suspicious as it was curious. 
 
    “I’ll explain everything, but you need to come inside first. It’s not safe for you out there.” 
 
    “It’s not safe for me in here either,” she countered. Her eyes roamed over my shoulder at whoever was standing behind me. “That blond one tried to stab me with his wooden stick. I don’t think I like him very much.” 
 
    “Well since you impaled the blond one with that same wooden stake,” hissed Dominic from behind me. “He doesn’t like you very much either.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and noticed him clutching his abdomen. Splashes of his crimson blood seeped between his fingers and my stomach dipped at the sight of it.  
 
    “It’s just a flesh wound,” gritted Dominic upon seeing my worried expression.  
 
    “Unfortunately,” muttered Trace under his breath. 
 
    Realizing he was okay, I decided it was best if they all cleared out. Having so many people around was probably making her jumpy and suspicious.  
 
    “Can you guys give us a minute please,” I said to the four of them, though I kept my body angled towards my mother. “I need to talk to her alone.” 
 
    “Jemma, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” interjected Gabriel, but I wasn’t backing down this time. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking permission, Gabriel.” 
 
    Realizing this wasn’t up for debate, Gabriel conceded with a curt nod and then left the hallway in silence. Dominic and Arianna followed closely behind him, though Trace didn’t budge an inch. He was almost as stubborn as I was, if not more, and I knew he wasn’t going to leave my side no matter how hard I demanded it.  
 
    “Why are you among Revenants?” she asked harshly, bringing my attention back to her.  
 
    “We’re not all Revs,” interjected Trace as he crossed his arms over his chest. He was obviously offended that he got lumped in with the rest of them. 
 
    “They’re my friends,” I answered plainly. I didn’t like where this was going. 
 
    “Your friends? Really?” She laughed under her breath as though it were the most absurd thing she’d ever heard. “Where is Thomas in all this? I’d love to hear what he has to say on the matter.” 
 
    I bristled at her question. “My father’s dead, and if he weren’t, I’m pretty sure he’d have a lot to say on the matter.” Mainly that I was grounded for the rest of eternity. 
 
    Her hard expression cracked at the news of my father’s untimely departure. It was the first sign of emotion I’d see from her all day. “What happened?” she asked, her quiet tone thick with sorrow. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” I asked rhetorically. I didn’t want to discuss my father right now—not with her. Not after she abandoned him and left him to raise me and my sister on his own. “Look, we didn’t bring you back to reminisce about all the good times we never had. Your sire ripped a giant hole in our world and we need his blood to close it back up and since he’s no longer a member of the ‘Currently Living Club’, your blood is the next best thing.” 
 
    “Engel’s dead?” Her silver eyes darkened into an icy tempest. 
 
    This probably wasn’t the best time to tell her that I’d smoked her boyfriend into his next life. 
 
    “The Order vanquished him after he broke down the barriers,” answered Trace, quickly covering my butt for me. 
 
    I was going to have to thank him for that later—repeatedly. 
 
    I crossed my arms and looked her dead in the eye. “So? Are you going to help us or not?” 
 
    She stared at me for a moment and then narrowed her eyes again. “How old are you now?” 
 
    “Seventeen. Is that a yes?”  
 
    She appeared to be appraising me. “You’re too young to be on your own.” 
 
    My eyes peeked at the ceiling. Was she really trying to give me the third-degree right now? 
 
    “Who’s your guardian?” 
 
    “My guardian?” I was about to say Julian, the lanky giant with the big mouth, but that turd wasn’t my anything so I didn’t bother mentioning him. 
 
    “Yes, your legal guardian. Who is charged with taking care of you?” 
 
    Oh. That. “My uncle Karl, but I’m working on fixing that as we speak.” 
 
    “Karl Blackburn is your guardian?” The way she said his name made my skin crawl. It was almost as though she hated him as much as I did. As much as he hated her. “And he let you do this—he allowed you to bring me back?” The way she said it let me know she didn’t believe that for a minute. 
 
    “I didn’t ask for his permission. Our relationship’s been a little strained ever since he tried to kill me—twice.”  
 
    “Then…” Her eyes slammed shut. “They know about your blood,” she surmised.  
 
    The fact that she knew about my blood should have surprised me, but somehow, it didn’t.  
 
    As a child, I’d always wondered if I was to blame for her leaving us. Wondered if me and Tessa had done something to drive her away from our family. After finding out the truth about my blood, about what I really was, my childhood fears had come crashing back down on me and suddenly it all made sense.  
 
    She knew what I was all along, and she left me behind because of it.  
 
    The sobering confirmation made my eyes sting with tears but I refused to let even a single one fall in front of her.  Instead, I cursed each one away just like she cursed me away with her necrotic bloodline. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered icily. “Everyone knows I’m the Daughter of Hades. It’s been in the town newsletter for weeks.” 
 
    “We’re in Hollow?” She shut the door behind herself.  
 
    “The one and only.” 
 
    “And the Dark Legion?” Her eyebrows rutted together as though she gave a damn. 
 
    “Hot on my tail.” I shifted on my feet, my irritation prickling under my skin. “What’s it to you anyway? We both know you don’t give a flying—” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Jemma.” She breathed the words out so softly that her lips barely moved. 
 
    Words that had smacked me in the face and stole my breath right out of my lungs.  
 
    “I never meant for any of this to happen to you. It was supposed to be me—I thought it was but…” Her words drifted off into nothingness as her haunted eyes stared not at me, but through me, to some other time and place.  
 
    I wanted to ask her what she meant, to demand she explain herself. But her ghostly eyes stunned me silent. I knew the truth was coming. I could feel its static charge crackling in the air, and I knew the truth was going to be far worse to take than any lie could have ever hoped to be.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 38. BLACKBURN FAMILY VALUES 
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a step towards me, but this time it was me backing up. The rain continued to beat its hands against the house as we stood silently in the entrance of Huntington Manor, the place where dreams came to die. 
 
    “Thomas and I were over the moon when I first found out I was pregnant with you,” she began, placing her hand against her stomach as though she could still feel something inside her womb. “I was going to have my two girls, just like I’d always dreamed of, and everything was perfect.” 
 
    I stumbled back another step. Her soft tone was lulling me towards her, but I refused to go willingly.  
 
    “Like with all Descendant pregnancies, the Council was thrilled to be welcoming a new heir into the mix, and as per protocol, they ran their usual tests on me. Only this time, they had developed new ones—blood tests that I hadn’t done when I was pregnant with Tessa.” Her eyebrows creased at the memory. “I later found out that the tests were meant to map my bloodlines, to see if the Morningstar line was dominant in me. And of course, it was, and your father and I knew what that meant for me, for our family,” she said gingerly and then shook her head. “We tried to fight them, to find some kind of way around it, but there’s no place to run to when you’re running from yourself.” 
 
    I knew exactly what she meant. I’d been chasing my tail in circles, trying to run away from it since the moment I found out what I was. 
 
    “The Council gave me until your birth to get my affairs in order. And of course, your father refused to accept that. In his maddening search for a way out, he even went as far as to suggest the unthinkable.” 
 
    “The unthinkable?” 
 
    She motioned to herself as the living example. “You see, there was only one way to eliminate my threat to the Council and that was to make my blood of no use to the Dark Legion.” 
 
    “By Turning,” I finished for her, my voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Yes, by Turning. But, that was something I could never do and so I refused him…at first anyway.” 
 
    “Wait, so the Morningstar bloodline was dominant in you?” I asked, confused because Tessa had said that it wasn’t. That I was the only one—the special little snowflake from the prophecy.  
 
    She shook her head. “It was only after I gave birth to you that your father and I got to witness your abilities—the amazing things you could do—and we realized that it hadn’t been my blood all along. It was my unborn child’s.” 
 
    Trace tightened his arm around me. I hadn’t even noticing him walking up to me, but I sank into his protective warmth just the same. He was my safe place in a world that only sought to devour my existence time and time again. 
 
    “In that moment, we knew what had to be done. I knew. I couldn’t turn myself over to the Council…they would’ve tested and prodded me until they put two and two together, and we couldn’t allow that to happen. I had to keep up the pretense that it was me and not you that was cursed with the bloodline and I had to make sure they couldn’t test my blood anymore to prove otherwise.” 
 
    “So you Turned anyway, even though you didn’t want to…to deflect them.”  
 
    She nodded solemnly. “I needed to keep their suspicion on me so that they never looked twice at you. And that worked for a while, but your abilities continued growing stronger, and slowly, they’d begun to take an interest in you.” She blinked tiredly as she revisited a part of her life that she had locked away for a very long time. “Thomas and I couldn’t let that happen. Not after everything we sacrificed to keep you safe.” 
 
    A clap of thunder pounded against the front door as though the hunters from both sides had arrived to settle the score.    
 
    “We spent one last wonderful night together as a family and the next morning, I ripped this town to shreds, taking as many of them down with me as I could.” There was fire in her eyes that hadn’t been there earlier. “I had to make them believe I turned to the dark side; that I was overcome by bloodlust and the urge to kill—so much so that I left your father with no other choice but to pack his bags and take you girls away from here.” A sad smile touched the corner of her lips. “You were Cloaked the very next day, and that day was the first day of the rest of your new life.”  
 
    A thickness pressed in at the back of my throat, but I forced it back down.  
 
    “Thomas and I still saw each other on rare occasions when fate would allow it, but it was too dangerous to stay close to you girls and so I watched you and Tessa grow up from a distance—away from you, but never too far away. And when the Order got too close, I never hesitated to keep my promise to you, right until the day they finally caught me.” 
 
    A quiet sob escaped my throat and I realized I had been crying. I couldn’t believe how much she had given up so that I could live. How much she and my father went through so that I would be safe. And now here I was, being hunted by the Order and revered by the Dark Legion—my veins split wide open for all of my enemies to see. Everything she had done had been in vain, for nothing! I grew up motherless and now I was fatherless too and we were right back where we started. 
 
    All because of them.  
 
    A deep rooted loathing broiled in my gut, festering its toxins into my bloodstream until the only thing I saw was red. A vase shattered on the console table by the door and my mother quickly covered her face to avoid the shattering glass.  
 
    “Breath, Jemma,” he whispered into my ear to calm me. 
 
    My mother lowered her arms and looked up at me. “I see your powers are alive and well.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” I said somberly. “I have no control over any of it.” 
 
    Her expression twisted with concern. “That’s something you have to learn to do, Jemma. You need to be able to harness the power inside of you or it will consume you.” 
 
    Oh good, just what I wanted to hear. 
 
    She tilted her head to the side. “I can stay and help you—I can teach you…if you’d like me to.”  
 
    Trace tightened his hold on me, anchoring me to the here and now so I didn’t run off into never-never land. But I wasn’t that naïve. My childhood fantasies about having a mother to braid my hair and drive me to cheer practice had long since tumbled by the wayside. Even now, as she stood right before me, every bit as real as I was, I didn’t forget my place in the world. I knew what she was…and I knew what I was…and I knew what lay ahead for us both.   
 
    My intentions had not shifted and my goal remained steadfast. 
 
    “You’ve already given up everything for me,” I said as I let go of Trace and moved closer to her, finally feeling as though I were strong enough to stand up on my own. “And maybe I don’t have the right to ask you to give up anything more, but I need your help,” I pleaded with her. “We have to bring the walls back up or innocent people will continue to die, and your blood is the only way for us to do that.” 
 
    “And that’s…all you want from me?” 
 
    “Right now, yes,” I said and lowered my head. I already had enough attachments clouding my judgement. I didn’t need another reason to stop me from doing the awful things I was going to have to do—the things that had plagued the dark corners of my subconscious, but that I never fully allowed to come to light.  
 
    She looked at me for a long moment, her expression as unreadable as the fine print on a contract with Death. “Will this help keep you safe?” 
 
    “Yes,” I lied. This was only the very tip of the carnage that lay ahead of me, but I couldn’t let that that stop me from doing what had to be done right now. 
 
    “And what about the prophecy?” 
 
    “I can only put out one fire at a time,” I answered, avoiding the conversation entirely. 
 
    “But they’ll continue to hunt you.” 
 
    “They can’t hurt me right now,” I said as I raised the Amulet from around my neck, letting the chandelier light hit it at just the right angle. “Not until I let them.” 
 
    “Let them?” Trace and my mother asked at the same time. 
 
    “I’m not going to be the reason this world goes to shit.” Of that I was sure. “The way I see it, I have two options right now. I either lock myself away in Hell like the Order wants, or I do what you did and Turn.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” snapped Trace, hearing this for the first time. His eyebrows rutted together as a cocktail of emotions swirled in his eyes. None of them good. 
 
    “You heard her, Trace. Turning makes the bloodline useless to the Dark Legion and if I’m useless to them, I’m no longer a threat to the Order. It’s that or sealing myself in a tomb with Lucifer.” At this point, I wasn’t sure which one was worse because by the look on Trace’s face, it was obvious that he hadn’t signed up to date a vampire—the very thing that he hunted. The thing that killed his sister. I was probably going to lose him either way. The only question was, which way would be easier for me to bear. 
 
    “We still have time. We’ll find another way,” he whispered softly though his words were urgent—forceful.  
 
    “He loves you very much,” said my mother, interrupting us and steering my focus back to her. It wasn’t a question though. It was more of an observation—a statement of undeniable truth. “And you love him too.” 
 
    “More than anything.” 
 
    Trace tightened his hold on me and dropped a kiss on the top of my head. 
 
    A sad smile slid across her face again, like she knew our love was just as doomed as hers had been.  
 
    My heart ached to tell her that it wasn’t; to defend ourselves against her unspoken assumption and tell her that we didn’t need her sad smiles or her pity, but I couldn’t muster the energy needed to tell the lie. The future for Trace and I had gotten bleaker than the Hollow Hills sky, and every time I found myself looking out into the horizon for signs of hope, the only thing I saw were more storm clouds headed our way. 
 
    “Okay,” she said suddenly and tipped her head like a promise. “If this is what you want, then I’ll do it. I’ll help you in any way I can.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure what changed her tune, or how much of it was based on pity for us, but I also didn’t bother questioning it. I was willing to accept whatever help was coming my way.  
 
    Even in the form of my once-dead mother’s blood.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 39. LIFE UNEXPECTED 
 
      
 
      
 
    After supper, I retreated to the guest room to lay down while Trace brought everyone up to speed downstairs. I didn’t want to be around to hear Gabriel’s cautionary objections or Dominic’s snide remarks and I definitely didn’t want to listen to any more bickering between the three of them. My mother had agreed to help me—to give us her blood so that Arianna could close the portal tomorrow and that was the only conversation I’d wanted to hear.  
 
    Tomorrow was the first step in restoring the world as I had once known it and when we were done with that, I was going to have to weigh out my options and finally commit to what my next step was going to be—what my future would be. The way I saw it now, I only had two options and neither of them were any good. 
 
    The first option was to do the very thing my uncle had tried to trick me into—eternal damnation by willingly entering Hades and taking myself out of the game entirely. That meant not only leaving my entire life behind and all the people I loved, but the very body I occupied as well.  
 
    The second option was for me to do what my mother had done and Turn. On the plus side, I wouldn’t have to give up my entire life and I’d still have my body and soul occupying the same space. But I would most likely lose Trace and any hope for having a future and a family with him some day. I’d have to watch him move on, fall in love with someone else and live a normal beautiful life without me. 
 
    I honestly wasn’t sure which fate was worse. 
 
    A soft knock at the door interrupted my dangerous thoughts. “Come in.” 
 
    Trace opened the door and stepped inside the shrouded darkness of the room. “You’re awake.” He smiled and then closed the door behind himself. “You want some company?” he asked, hopeful. 
 
    “You never have to ask me that.” 
 
    His grin widened and two dimples made a brief appearance as he strutted to the bed and then dropped down beside me. Reaching under me, he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me into his chest.  
 
    “Everything okay downstairs?” I asked as I listened to the steady thrumming of his heart. 
 
     “Arianna’s gone back to Hawthorne to get her sisters.” 
 
    “And my…and Jaqueline?” It felt strange referring to her as my mother out loud, without a motive, so I didn’t. 
 
    “She’s resting. Dominic and Gabriel are keeping watch.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about them watching over her like she was some sort of criminal.  
 
    “That’s not how I meant it,” he whispered into my hair and then kissed my head. “They’re just making sure she’s safe.” 
 
    I nodded, realizing it was probably a little bit of both. 
 
    I closed my eyes and let the hum of his body soothe me as the wind howled vociferously outside the window, smacking the rain against the glass like falling rocks. 
 
    “Did you mean what you said earlier?” he asked after a few beats of silence. 
 
    “Which part?” I had to ask because, well, with my mouth, I could never be sure. 
 
    He hesitated to answer. “When your mom said you loved me.” 
 
    Smiling, I looked up and met his gemstone eyes. “Of course I meant it. You know how I feel about you.”  
 
    “I guess so, but…” He didn’t finish. 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he shrugged like he wasn’t sure where he was going with it, even though I knew that he was. “It’d be nice to hear you say it sometimes.” He met my gaze again—his eyes vulnerable. Pained. 
 
    “That I love you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’ve said it before.” I was sure that I had…hadn’t I? 
 
    “Nah. I’d remember you saying that.” His dimples pressed in again, though there was no accompanying smile. 
 
    I wasn’t sure why I’d never said it to him when I knew I’d felt this way about him since forever. Maybe it was another one of those words I was afraid of…like home and safe and happily-ever-after. Maybe I was scared that if I said it out loud, the Angels of Destruction would hear my words and take him from me to spite me. 
 
    “No one in this Realm or beyond could ever take me from you,” he promised, kissing the tip of my nose.  
 
    And in that moment, I believed him. I cupped his cheeks and kissed him full on the mouth, sinking into him like two halves of a whole. “I love you, Trace Macarthur. I’ve only ever loved you.” 
 
    His beautiful heart-shaped lips pulled into a grin, popping off both of his dimples at once. “Then marry me, Jemma.”  
 
    “What?” I choked out a stunned laugh.  
 
    “I’m serious,” he pulled back and sat up on the bed, dragging me right up with him. “Marry me.” 
 
    “You’re crazy!” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said and licked his lips. “I’m crazy about you.” 
 
    “We’re still in high school!” I shrieked, unable to even out the piercing pitch to my voice or wipe the goofy smile off my face. 
 
    “I don’t care. Marry me anyways. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I don’t care how young we are or how much time we have. I want you to be my wife.” 
 
    “I want that too, but—” 
 
    “No but’s. No excuses. Just me and you.” His jaw muscles popped as he grazed his thumb against my cheek. “What you said to your mother, about not having any other options. You were wrong.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I don’t—” 
 
    “I could take you away from here, Jemma. We could disappear together the way we’d always planned. We’d never have to come back here and no one would ever find us.” 
 
    I remembered the night he’d said that to me as though it were yesterday. We were at Caleb’s party, dancing together in the corner of a packed room that had felt empty. He asked me if I’d go away with him to a place where the sun never set and I told him that I’d go anywhere with him. And I still would. 
 
    “Then come with me. We could leave tomorrow after the wall goes up.” 
 
    “But the Dark Legion…the Council…” I shook my head hopelessly. “They’ll hunt me. They’ll hunt you. We’ll never be safe. We’ll never be able to stop running.” 
 
    “It won’t be like that.” His eyes were filled with certainty, with determination.  
 
    “And Dominic? The bloodbond…” My eyes welled up with despair. I wanted so bad to leave all of this behind and go away with him.  
 
    “I have an idea. I’ve been looking into it and I think it’ll work.”  
 
    “What idea? Since when?” 
 
    “Since Taylor.” His eyes remained unreadable and my heart fluttered with nerves. “Do you trust me, Jemma?” 
 
    “I trust you.” 
 
    “Tomorrow then.” He leaned in and kissed me again softly—tenderly, and I curled into the space between his arms where I have always belonged.   
 
    He lay us back down on the bed and played with my hair as I rested my head in the crux of his arm. My body hummed with love and hope as I imagined a life with Trace, just the two of us, away from this awful place. I wasn’t sure where he was taking us or what he had planned, but I trusted him with every cell in my body.  
 
    I turned on my side and faced the window, watching mindlessly as the rain pelted against the window. The moon was full and hanging low in the distance, it’s eerie crimson glow not far away. Tomorrow would be different—better—because tomorrow was going to be the first day of the rest of our lives. 
 
    I closed my eyes and fell asleep to the soft lulling of his heart. 
 
      
 
    A hard push against my arm startled me awake. I turned to my side, expecting to see Trace there, but instead I found Arianna leaning over me. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and her eyes were screaming with alarm. 
 
    I bolted upright as a wave of nerves punched through my stomach. “What’s wrong? What happened?” 
 
    “She’s gone!” she shouted in a panic, shaking her head frantically. “She took him with her!” 
 
    “Who’s gone? My mother?” I tried to blink the sleep from my eyes, but I couldn’t seem to make sense of her words. 
 
    “Yes, your mother! You need to get up. Get dressed!” she ordered, pulling me up from the bed.  
 
    “Where’s Trace?” I said as I grabbed my jeans from the dresser and shook them out once. 
 
    “He’s gone! Dominic and Gabriel were unconscious when we got back and Trace and your mother are both missing.” 
 
    I tripped on the pant leg and fell to my knees. “What do you mean he’s gone!” The words tore from my body like a hurricane. I jumped back onto my feet and flicked on the light switch, searching for clues. There had to be a note. Some kind of explanation. He wouldn’t leave. She wouldn’t take him. This wasn’t happening! 
 
    “There’s blood,” she said, pointing to the spot where Trace had been laying.  
 
    I crawled onto the bed frantically and pulled back the blankets. There was blood on the pillow and blood on the sheet. He was hurt. Bleeding. Maybe worse.  
 
    I couldn’t get my thoughts to run straight.  
 
    “This doesn’t make sense! Why would she do this?” 
 
    Arianna clamped her mouth shut, but I could tell she was keeping something from me. 
 
    “Tell me!” I demanded.  
 
    Her eyes closed briefly before she said, “She may have heard us talking about Engel last night. About how you vanquished him. It slipped out. We didn’t realize—” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, not accepting her explanation. “She wouldn’t do this to me. She knows how much he means to me. She told me she wanted to help me.” 
 
    “He sired her,” she whispered the words like a dirty secret.  
 
    The pieces fell together slowly and then everything crashed down on me at once.  
 
    She took him.  
 
    She never had any intention of helping me, she was just trying to save her own ass from being put back in that box. And now that she found out I was the one that killed her precious dead boyfriend, she was going to return the favor by killing the one I loved.  
 
    But not if I found her first. 
 
    My cold eyes turned to her as an angry fire surged through my heart. “Can you track them?” 
 
    “I think so,” she said with a nod. “We can try a locator spell with his blood.” 
 
    “Then do it.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed, but she still wasn’t moving.  
 
    “Do it right now!” I shouted and then watched as she grabbed the sheet from the bed and scurried out of the room. 
 
    I stifled down a scream that wanted to tear out of my body and rip the entire world apart. Rage broiled in my blood like lava as I threw on the rest of my clothes and snatched the shoulder holster Gabriel had given me from the settee.  
 
    I could feel a murderous itch in my palms as I opened the pocket and made sure I had what I needed. 
 
    One wooden stick with Jaqueline Morningstar’s name on it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 40. ANGEL’S PEAK 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain fell from the sky like knives, stabbing the windshield with fury as we barreled down the highway towards Angel’s Peak. The sisters said they were confident that their Locator spell had worked and that my mother and Trace would be at the lake. I’d never been there before and had no idea why she would’ve taken him there, but I didn’t intend on asking her either. I should have known better than to trust a vampire. One of Engel’s vampires, no less. There would be no more small talk. No questions or niceties. Just payback, raw, just and swift. 
 
    “How much further?” I asked, my voice cracking with adrenaline.  
 
    Arianna was sitting up front with Gabriel, navigating the route as I sat in the back seat wedged between Dominic and Anita, with Annabelle on her other side.  
 
    “Five minutes at the most,” answered Gabriel through the rearview mirror.  
 
    “Are you sure they’re still there? What if she moved him? What if he’s already—” I couldn’t even finish the sentence, let alone the thought of it. 
 
    “They’re there,” said Arianna. “If he moves, I’ll see it on my map.”  
 
    I leaned forward and looked over her shoulder, but I didn’t see anything special on the map. Then again, I hadn’t seen anything on it when they’d done the spell back at the Manor. Apparently, you had to be one of them to see their magic. 
 
    “You’re trembling,” whispered Dominic, staring down at my shaking hand. His wounds from the apparent attack had already healed, but the look on his face told me that the memory of it hadn’t. He wanted to settle the score.  
 
    Unfortunately for him, he was going to have to get in line. I clasped my hands together and buried them between my thighs. Every second that ticked by us felt as though it were dragging on for eternity.  
 
    “Tell me again what happened?” I asked no one in particular. It still didn’t make sense to me, not to mention I needed something to keep my mind occupied with so that I didn’t completely crack before we even got there. 
 
    “We were talking in the kitchen,” answered Gabriel, looking solemnly through the rear-view mirror again. “Dominic got up to get a drink and when he didn’t return after a few minutes, I went to go look for him. I made it to the hallway and that was the last thing I remember.” He cursed inaudibly under his breath. “I never heard her coming.” 
 
    I looked back at Dominic. “And you?” 
 
    “The same, love. Just like I told you the first two times. I was fixing myself a drink and then suddenly, I wasn’t. When I came to, the blond was standing over me.” 
 
    “I have a name,” said Annabelle, glaring at him under her pin-straight bangs. 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure that you do,” answered Dominic without meeting her eyes.  
 
    I leaned towards the driver’s seat. “How much longer now?” 
 
    “It’s right up ahead,” assured Gabriel.  
 
    He pulled off on the next exit and then looped back under the overpass. We drove for another two miles in the opposite direction down a winding stretch of road lined with towering evergreens on both sides. There was something about the way they swayed in the wind, the way their branches rocked back and forth as though they were ushering us into the dawn of a horrible new day.  
 
    An opening in the middle of the dense forest came into view and the car suddenly fell silent as we read the sign up ahead. Angel’s Peak. We followed the arrow and turned into the gravel parking lot.  
 
    “Is this it? I don’t see them. Where’s the lake?” I strained to see through the falling rain as Gabriel cut the engine. 
 
    “There’s a small path just down the bend,” he said, ticking his chin to a small wooden area at the end of the rocky lot. “The lake is on the other side of the woods.” He met my eyes in the mirror again. “I think it’s best if we split up. Maybe you should wait here in case—” 
 
    “Not happening.” I didn’t even bother letting him finish. I pushed open the back door and climbed out over Dominic. 
 
    “Angel, perhaps you should listen to us for once,” said Dominic as he hopped out of the car right behind me. “We don’t know what she’s capable of right now.” 
 
    Scowling, I whipped around to face them, my hair swinging through the rain and then sticking to my face in thick, wet pieces. “Really? Then maybe you two should stay here since we wouldn’t even be in this mess if you’d done it right the first time!” I snapped back at them and then took off towards the small opening. 
 
    It wasn’t their fault and I knew that, but I needed someone to blame for this. 
 
    They thought I was too weak to put her down before—too emotionally invested to do what had to be done. But I knew they were wrong then, and they were wrong now.  
 
    I could wield my weapon with the best of them, and unlike them, I wouldn’t miss. 
 
    Pushing the overgrown trees apart, I slinked my way in between the wet branches, never bothering to slow down or wince as the jagged claws sliced out at my skin. My feet pounded hard against the sopping ground, working twice as hard just to keep myself from slipping in the mud. I  was determined to make my way through to the end of this—to the shiny, blue-eyed ray of light at the end of this darkened tunnel.  
 
    I heard the sisters calling out behind me, warning me to slow down. But I couldn’t. I wasn’t even sure I was going in the right direction, but I had to keep going. I had to keep running. And then suddenly I knew. I felt it—the faint humming sensation under my skin that let me know Trace was near.  
 
    Leaving them behind, I ran even faster, faster than I ever had before as the ground dipped and shifted under me. I tried to keep pace on the uneven terrain, but the undergrowth kept clawing at my feet as though it were alive, knocking out my legs from under me. I scrambled back to my feet and ran faster still, visions of my happily-ever-after lighting me up from the inside out. I wasn’t going to let anyone take that away from me, and definitely not her! 
 
    Up ahead, I could see the moon hanging low through the thinning trees and I knew the end of the forest was in sight. I ran towards it like a sinner running from her demons and then tumbled out of the woods headfirst onto the muddy beach.  
 
    I squinted through the rain as I searched the hazy shore for any sign of Trace. My breathing halted as I spotted two silhouettes waiting in the shadowy horizon, one standing straight and one—the only one that mattered—on bended knee. I sucked in a deep breath and released the jagged pillars of smoke through my nose. 
 
    He was less than a hundred feet away from me and even though his back was to me and I couldn’t see his face, I knew he was still alive. He was upright and that was all that it took to hurdle me forward. 
 
    Squeezing the piece of wood in my palm, I kicked off the ground and rushed towards my mother. I wasn’t going to let her destroy my life all over again, to take away the one thing I loved on this cursed green earth. She would have to get through me first, and I didn’t intend on letting that happen. 
 
    At the sound of my pounding feet and the wailing cry I couldn’t smother, she turned and faced me through the rain. Her expression was one of disbelief, of shock and confusion, and then all life disappeared from her eyes as I grabbed her shoulder and wedged the stake inside her heart. No words. No warnings. No goodbye. I let her body tumble to the ground before me and I vowed that it would be the last time I’d ever look at that monster again.  
 
    My gaze immediately fell on Trace and I ran to him, dropping to my knees before him as though he were my god and I was but a humble servant. His vacant eyes stared forward, not at me, but through me.  
 
    Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. 
 
    “Trace!” My guttural cry was muffled through the unrelenting rain. I reached out and slicked his hair back, gently touching his head-wound with my thumb. Diluted blood poured down his face in crooked streaks.  
 
    “Can you hear me? Please talk to me!” 
 
    There was no response; no reaction—no life inside his beautiful pristine eyes.  
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” I yelled as the sisters filed onto the rocky shore behind me. Even though the rain was pouring down on us in barrels, neither one of them were wet.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” answered Gabriel who was standing shoulder to shoulder with Dominic. Wet strands of his dark hair clung to his forehead in chunks, his expression despairing.  
 
    “Maybe she fed on him?” offered Dominic, knowing that a Revenants bite, like his, can do strange things to us. 
 
    I looked back at Trace and searched along his neck and then his wrists for puncture wounds, but there were none. “I don’t see anything!” The panic in my voice was elevating with every passing second.  
 
    The Roderick sisters moved in closer, forming a line behind me as they continued to stare down at me and Trace as though we were at the scene of some horrible accident and they were just some unwitting bystanders. I thought they’d come here to help? Why the hell weren’t they doing anything!  
 
    “What’s wrong with him? Why isn’t he answering?” I asked them, my voice scared and pleading. 
 
    “He’s spelled,” answered Annabelle. There was a faint smile on her face that made me flinch back. 
 
    “What do you mean he’s spelled?” I jumped up on my feet and whipped around to face them.  
 
    The remnants of Morgan’s words came to just then. Her vision of him dying. His body frozen. His blood on my hands. You told him you loved him and then he died.  
 
    Had she been telling the truth all along?  
 
    Had I just signed his death certificate? 
 
    Had that been the reason I could never say the words to him before? 
 
    No! I shook my head violently. 
 
    I couldn’t accept it. I wouldn’t. My eyes snapped to the sisters again. I needed them to put him back together again—to make him whole and full of life just the way he was meant to be. “Can you undo it? Can you fix him?” 
 
    “We can,” answered Anita, still staring down at Trace, her head slightly tilted to the side.  
 
    “But we won’t,” added Annabelle as her smirk pulled into a grin. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 41. BODY SNATCHERS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terror slashed through my insides as the line in the sand became horrifyingly clear.  
 
    “Why won’t you help him?” I didn’t want to say the words out loud and make it real. But it was as plain and clear as day. I took a step back from them. “You did this, didn’t you? What did you do to him?” 
 
    “We did what we had to do to get you here,” answered Anita as though we were discussing a surprise birthday party and not the abduction of the love of my life.  
 
    “And that’s not all we did,” added Annabelle, her laugh morphing into a cackle. 
 
    I covered my ears. I didn’t want to hear the sound. I didn’t want to hear any of it. 
 
    Dominic and Gabriel were moving up behind them, stalking them like prey. 
 
    “Take one more step and you’re dust,” warned Anita without glancing back at them. She didn’t need to. The sisters could see and hear us without even trying.  
 
    Gabriel and Dominic froze mid-step. They were strong and they were brave, but they weren’t fools. The Roderick Sisters were stronger than all of us combined and had more demonic magic in their pinky fingers than all of Hollow Hills combined. Rushing them was futile. They’d simply swat us away like flies. 
 
    We had to be smart about this. We had to appeal to their senses—to their wallets. 
 
    “Who commissioned you?” I asked Anita, the fiery red-headed leader of the pack as I took a cautious step towards them. “Whatever they’re paying, we’ll double it.” 
 
    Anita laughed. 
 
    “Triple.” 
 
    “You’re seriously too stupid to live,” spit Annabelle, glaring at me with her venomous eyes as she pulled a silver dagger from behind her back.  
 
    My fists balled at my sides, ready to sock her in her miserable face the minute she even flinched my way with that thing. 
 
    “She doesn’t need to flinch your way,” boasted Arianna, the traitorous wench. “She just has to think it.” 
 
    “Transfodio!” The blade shot from Annabelle’s milky hand like a bullet spraying out of a glock. 
 
    I had no idea what just happened until I looked down at my stomach and saw the handle of the knife protruding from my abdomen. A bloom of blood swelled around it and my knees knocked together at the sight of it.  
 
    I’d just gone from being screwed to royally screwed sideways.  
 
    How the hell was I going to stand a chance against them if I couldn’t even form a thought without them knowing about it. They were three steps ahead and I was ten feet in the wrong direction.  
 
    My eyes snapped to Gabriel and Dominic. “Run!” I yelled at them, desperate for them to save themselves before it was too late. “Get out of here!”  
 
    They started running alright, only it was towards us instead of away from us. Their fangs were out and their faces were twisted in determination as they pounced off their feet and soared through the air in two blurs.  
 
    “Somnium!” Annabelle flicked her wrists at them and they collapsed to the ground like fainting sheep. 
 
    A strangled gasp sliced out of me as I called out their names, but there was no response. I didn’t know how to help them—how to help myself.  
 
    I was in way over my head and completely on my own. 
 
    “Aren’t you always?” asked Arianna and I wanted to lunge forward and claw her deceiving eyes out of her head. That lying bitch was playing me from kickoff.  
 
    “Watch your mouth," she sniped, her eyes engulfed with devil-magic and power.  
 
    “Don’t you know it’s rude to snoop on people’s private thoughts?” I spat back. “Or did your demon mommy forget to teach you that?”  
 
    Annabelle’s lips curled over her teeth as she punched the air in front of her and then twisted her fist in a circle. 
 
    Searing pain shot through me as the blade mimicked her hand gesture. I bit down on my lip to keep from screaming, from giving her the satisfaction. I immediately tasted blood in my mouth from the bite, but it paled in comparison to the agony in my stomach.  
 
    I had to get the knife out of my stomach before she carved out my entails with a nail-flick. 
 
    Without pausing to think it over, I clutched the handle with my trembling hand and yanked the blade from my abdomen as a soul-crushing scream tore from my body. I quickly pressed my hand against the wound to keep myself from bleeding out, but it did nothing to stop the blood that was already seeping through my shirt. 
 
    My body was shaking so hard I thought the ground was quaking beneath my feet. 
 
    “It is,” answered Arianna with a smile.  
 
    Her words didn’t fully register. “What the hell do you want from me? You already know you can’t kill me so what is it that you want? The Amulet? My blood? My boyfriend?” Heck, it wasn’t that far of a stretch. It was reason enough for the last psychotic witch who tried to take me out.  
 
    “What do you think we want?” snapped Annabelle. “The same thing everyone wants. To open the damn Gates!” 
 
    “But you said—” 
 
    “We lied,” she said plainly.  
 
    Blood poured out of me like water, mixing with the rain as it pooled on the ground before me. The earth jolted me as it rumbled under my feet again, shaking as though it were coming apart from the inside out.  
 
    “Look!” shouted Arianna, pointing towards my feet. But she wasn’t talking to me. She was talking to her sisters. 
 
    Their eyes were wild with madness, with conspiracy, as they looked down at my feet and rejoiced.  
 
    “It’s happening,” whispered Anita, her voice a petrifying murmur.   
 
    I followed their stares to the pool of crimson below me, and my heart stopped cold. The wind picked up around us, whipping my hair into a funnel beside me as flickering rays of orange began to fall down from the sky.  
 
    It took me a second to realize it was actual fire. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” I whispered, shaking my head, still clutching my wound, trying to keep my hell-blood from gushing out of me. It couldn’t be this easy. There had to be more. I was missing something. “What did you do?”  
 
    “We opened the Gates, silly.” The look of innocence was back on Arianna’s face, but I knew better this time. She wasn’t innocent. She was just as evil as her sisters. Probably more. 
 
    “Then again, we can’t take all the credit,” said Annabelle as though they had won first prize in the demonic grand-slam and were pretending to be all modest about it. “We needed you to perform a few small, but very necessary Rites of Passage before we could do it.” 
 
    “Rites? What Rites? What are you talking about?’  
 
    I was certain I didn’t have a guilty finger in this thing apart from the blood that I was cursed enough to be born with, which I couldn’t change, but I definitely didn’t perform any freaking rites of anything! 
 
    “Oh, but you did,” assured Anita. “It’s just as the prophecy foretold. ‘And behold, she will turn from the body of light that governs her people and go forth to open the heavens. The sun shall be turned into darkness, And the moon into blood. For there, under the tarpaulin of a crimson dawn, she will carve out the heart of her mother…’” 
 
    Annabelle stood in solidarity beside her sister, her smile widening into a crooked slant as I realized my mother had nothing to do with this. She didn’t turn on me at all. She was just an innocent bystander and I staked her in the freaking heart. My stomach churned as the image of her frozen face invaded my thoughts.  
 
    “…‘And it shall come to pass that when she pours her blood unto the consecrated earth, so too does she declare the end of the beginning.’” Anita pointed her knobby finger to the puddle of blood at my feet like evidence to her incriminating testimony. “And by her, we mean you, Daughter of Hades.” 
 
    “Checkmate,” smiled Annabelle.  
 
   


  
 

 42. THE BEGINNING OF THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sisters had been playing me right from the start, working me like clay and twisting the truth to bring us exactly to this moment in time, to this page from a book that was my Destiny. They had forced my hand to do the unthinkable; to open the Gates of Hell and release Lucifer from his cage. Everything I’d worked for—everything I’d been running from and running too—had gone up in flames and the embers of it were now raining back down on me like rain. 
 
    I had to do something to stop this, but what? No one had ever bothered to mention how to thwart the prophecy once it started. No one ever told me it was going to rain fire balls!  
 
    Panicked, I tried to plot my next move, but everything in my head was spinning; jumbling itself into a maze that had no exit. Was I supposed to run? Was I supposed to stay and fight him? Fight him how? Run where?  
 
    I didn’t even know who or what I was up against.  
 
    Glancing back at the horizon, I could see something dark brewing over the lake. The black water was twisting and swirling as though the earth were splitting apart under the waves, readying itself to unleash something that was never supposed to see the light of day again. 
 
    My body kept screaming at me to run while my eyes remained transfixed as thick black smoke twisted up through the water and billowed in the air like a cloud of Death. And I knew it was Him—the bringer of the end of days. 
 
    “He’s coming,” bellowed Arianna, her voice vibrating through the burning rain that continued to pour down on us. “I can feel him in my bones!” 
 
    Their maniacal laughter snapped me out of my trance. There was no more time to think, to wonder, to second-guess myself. I needed to get my friends out of here before it was too late. I may have accidently set off the apocalypse but I wasn’t about to sit around with the Hellraiser sisters and welcome Lucifer back to earth.  
 
    If I had any chance of righting this wrong, of putting Lucifer back in his tomb where he belonged, I was going to need time to do it. Time. Reinforcements. Trace. All I had to do was get him to a safe place, some place far away from here, and then I’d bring him back and we could figure this out together. Just like we always did. Just like we were always meant to do. With him by my side, there was always hope. Come rain or high water, or Hell on earth. 
 
    I threw myself down on the ground before him. “Trace! Come on, wake up! Please,” I cried, shaking his body in desperation. “I need you to hear me right now. We have to get out of here.”  
 
    I looked back at the water as bolts of lightning flashed through the black smoke. I could feel the darkness swelling, growing, taunting us as it sucked in our energy like a vortex.  
 
    “Trace!” His eyes were open but there was no response. Throwing my arms around his waist, I tried to lift him from the ground. If I could just get him on his feet, I could pull him away from here. “Please, baby, I need you to stand up!” 
 
    “Give it up already,” said Annabelle. “He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have anything to do with this!” I snapped at her, but I knew stomping my feet at them wasn’t going to change a damn thing. “Please,” I begged, my voice so small and shattered that it no longer sounded like my own. “Please let him go. He isn’t a part of this.” 
 
    “Of course, he is.”  Annabelle’s face twisted with joy. “He’s the best part.”  
 
    Dread punched through my gut like a bomb exploding. The wind howled unnaturally, vociferously, as it kicked up sand and pebbles from the beach and whipped them against my skin. I wanted to cover up, to protect myself from the pain of it all, but I refused to let go of Trace. 
 
    “What are you talking about? What does that mean!” My nails were pushing down into Trace’s skin.  
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” answered Annabelle and then turned to her sisters with a disappointed look on her face. “Are we going to have to spell the whole damn thing out for her?” 
 
    “Yes!” I shouted back. “Spell it out for me! SPELL. IT. OUT!” 
 
    Her menacing hazel eyes narrowed as she took a healthy step towards me, bravely breaking formation from her sisters. “Well, we needed a body, see—one that was strong enough to contain His energy. So, we put our pretty little heads together and it sort of just came to us,” she said with an innocent shrug as the cloud of darkness thundered over the lake. “Who better than the Slayer’s very own boyfriend?” 
 
    Everything inside of me stopped. Froze. Died. “You’d wouldn’t…”  
 
    “You obviously don’t know us very well.” 
 
    Bile crept up my throat as fear permeated my bloodstream like a poison. I covered my mouth with my hand to keep from vomiting. It was too much to take, too much to process. The light inside me, the thing that kept my heart from falling to pieces, clicked off. I let go off Trace and pounced on her with everything I had. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much time had gone by or how many punches I’d managed to get in before my body was ripped off of her by a force that could only be described as magic.  
 
    “You stupid bitch!” shouted Annabelle, still laying on the ground where I’d left her, her sisters flanking each side like bodyguards. “You broke my nose!” 
 
    I could see blood oozing through her fingers as she covered her face with her hands, and while it gave me satisfaction to know I’d inflicted some kind of pain on her, it paled in comparison to the payback I was going to wreak on them.  
 
    Not today though. 
 
    Today, we were getting the hell out of here. All of us, including Trace. If they wanted him, they were going to have to pry him out of my cold, dead arms.  
 
    I looked back at the sooty cloud just as it started to push its way towards the shore and I kicked off the ground. Sprinting towards Trace, I barreled through broiling fire and rain and hopelessness as I tried to make it back to him before the smoke did. I wasn’t sure what I intended to do short of throwing him over my shoulder and carrying him out of here on my back, but I had to try something. I’d be damned if I was leaving him out here. 
 
    I slid across the mud and threw myself down at his feet, slamming my knees against the rock as a putrid smell of death and Sulphur immediately filled my nose. The smoke billowed in the air above us, charging itself like an electrical storm. 
 
    “Trace!” I screamed his name as his eyes rolled into the back of his head. “Don’t you dare leave me! You have to get up,” I yelled as I tried pulling him off the ground and into my arms. His body was immovable, frozen in place as though rooted in the earth. “Please, get up! I need you.” 
 
    Strands of my hair slashed through the air as the darkness continued to blacken, swelling as it pulled up sand and rocks from the ground around us. It was feeding on the earth, on us, drawing in our energy. A defeating clap of thunder exploded inside the smoke, ringing through my ears as it hissed back its necrotic intentions. 
 
    “You can’t have him!” I screamed back through choking sobs. “I won’t let you have him. Take me instead. Please! I beg of you!” I tried to cover Trace’s body with mine, to force the darkness away from him and onto me, but something seared my skin and then bounced me off of him like an opposing magnet. 
 
    The smell of my burning flesh infiltrated my nose, but I didn’t bother stopping to appraise the damage. I would burn myself alive if it meant I could have him back.  
 
    I scrambled back to my feet just as the smoke shot down from the air in a torrent, the force of it violently tossing me right back on my ass again. From the ground, I watched in horror as the darkness descended over Trace, smothering itself over his body as he bucked and shook uncontrollably.  
 
    “NOOOO!” I jumped back on my feet and rushed him, though my efforts were thwarted by a pair of marble arms that grabbed me by my waist and yanked me off the ground. 
 
    “This way,” shouted Gabriel as Dominic clutched me in his arms and started running.  
 
    “Stop! You’re going the wrong way!” I yelled as they headed down the beach and towards the forest, taking me further and further away from Trace. I could still see the smoke seeping in through his ears, his mouth, every part of his heavenly body was being overtaken by it; consumed by it. Fissures of lighting crackled against his skin, jolting his body, burning him. “We have to help him! It’s killing him!”  
 
    “You can’t help him anymore, angel. He’s already gone. It’s over.”   
 
    “It’s not over! It’s not over!” The words tore out of me in shrieking sobs. “Let me go, Dominic! I have to go back. I can’t leave him here,” I screamed, smacking him in the face. My palms burned as I wailed on his head and arms, on every inch of his body my fists could reach.   
 
    But he didn’t falter. 
 
    He didn’t let me go. 
 
    He threw me over his shoulder and continued running, taking hit after hit as he drew us closer and closer to the forest. I wanted to scream at him that I hated him; that I would never forgive him for this, but I couldn’t speak through the agony. I couldn’t pull in enough air between the desperate sobs thwacking my body to utter a single word. All I could do was lift my head and watch in gut-wrenching agony as the last of the smoke entered Trace’s body.  
 
    Beautiful, resplendent Trace. 
 
    “My Trace…” His name came out of me so painful and soundless that only God above me could hear it. 
 
    Tears blurred my vision as I watched him stand to his full height and then slowly roll his neck as though stretching the skin around the darkness it now housed. The sisters dropped down to their knees in worship, throwing themselves at him like three demons bound to the darkness, and my heart stood still in mourning. 
 
    I knew then that my Trace was gone. That he’d been taken away by the thing that now lived inside his body, and everything inside of me died.  
 
    Because I knew I was going to have to be the one to kill him. 
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 GLOSSARY 
 
      
 
    ANAKIM   
 
    A race of people born with the spirit of man and the blood of angels; Descendants of Nephilim 
 
      
 
    CASTER 
 
    A Descendant of Magi Angels; ability to cast magic, control elements, and manipulate energy 
 
      
 
    CINDERDUST 
 
    Magical powder created by High Casters that sends a Revenant to Sanguinarium 
 
      
 
    DARK LEGION 
 
    Descendants that have turned against the Order; pledged to the dark side/ Lucifer 
 
      
 
    DAUGHTER OF HADES 
 
    Descendant of Lucifer, prophesied to raise Lucifer and bring on the end of days 
 
      
 
    INVOCATION 
 
    An ancient ritual used by the Order to invoke Anakim abilities 
 
      
 
    LUCIFER 
 
    The first angel to be created and the first to fall; imprisoned in a tomb in Hell 
 
      
 
    REAPER 
 
    A Descendant of Transport Angels; capable of teleporting, time travel, and mind reading 
 
      
 
    SANGUINARIUM 
 
    Realm of perdition for Revenants that have been vanquished 
 
      
 
    SEER 
 
    A Descendant of Messenger Angels; ability to communicate with the Spirit Realm and predict the future 
 
      
 
    SHIFTER 
 
    A Descendant of Guardian Angels; capable of shifting into animal form, and telepathy 
 
      
 
    SLAYER 
 
    A Descendant of Warrior Angels; possess super strength and ability to sense demons, siren-like blood  
 
      
 
    THE ORDER OF THE ROSE 
 
    A secret organization that oversees all Anakim affairs 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 ANAKIM INDEX 
 
      
 
    SLAYERS (Warrior Angel Descendants)  
 
    Jemma  
 
    Tessa 
 
    Gabriel+ 
 
    Karl  
 
    Thomas* 
 
    Jaqueline+  
 
      
 
    REAPERS (Transport Angel Descendants)  
 
    Trace  
 
    Peter  
 
    Linley* 
 
      
 
    CASTERS (Magi Angel Descendants)  
 
    Nikki 
 
    Caleb 
 
    Carly 
 
      
 
    SHIFTERS (Guardian Angel Descendants)  
 
    Dominic+  
 
    Ben 
 
    Julian 
 
      
 
    SEERS (Messenger Angel Descendants)  
 
    Morgan  
 
      
 
    DARK CASTERS (Pledged to the Dark Legion)  
 
    Arianna  
 
    Annabelle  
 
    Anita  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * Character is deceased  
 
    +Character is a Revenant   
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