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DESCRIPTION

First	rule	of	Hunting:	Never	Hunt	Alone…
Unless	 you	 happen	 to	 be	 the	 trueborn	 daughter	 the	 original	 vampire	 and

creator	of	their	species.
Almost	a	 thousand	years	have	passed	 since	her	 turning,	but	her	blood

rage	has	 only	 increased,	 fueling	her	need	 to	deliver	 vengeance	against	 the
Druids	who	callously	took	her	beloved	mortal	sister’s	life	and	cursed	hers.

Chosen	 to	 receive	 Kayne’s	 gift	 of	 immortality,	 Aislinn	 has	 spent	 centuries
searching	 for	 justice,	 while	 avoiding	 the	 politics	 and	 intrigues	 of	 the	 London
Coven	and	its	ruthless	ruler,	Julius.

But	 in	 a	 world	 where	 blood	 is	 power,	 there	 are	 those	 who	 will	 do
anything	and	stop	at	nothing	to	possess	it.

Is	Aislinn	prepared	for	what	is	coming?	A	Bad	Moon	is	rising…



T

CHAPTER	1

urning	into	a	narrow	alley,	the	darkness	grew	thicker	around	Aislinn,	and
the	 cold	 bit	 just	 a	 touch	 deeper	 and	 sharper	 with	 every	 step.	 The	 dull,

brown-brick	Georgian	buildings	pressed	heavily	in,	creating	only	an	arrowhead
of	 inky,	velvet	 sky	overhead.	Most	of	 the	 factories	 looked	abandoned	after	 the
working	day	was	done,	windows	grimy	behind	heavy	iron	bars.	Litter	from	the
neighboring	fast	 food	restaurants	gathered	 in	 the	gutters,	blown	in	from	vacant
construction	sites	listed	for	industry.

London	had	never	seemed	so	dismal.
Not	that	she	was	aware	of	it	or	even	felt	it.	Other	things	occupied	her	mind.

The	 day	 had	 been	 long	 and	 difficult,	 and	 pervasive	 memories	 of	 vivid	 faces
continued	to	plague	her	still.	An	indescribable	loneliness	remained.

Somewhere	 in	 the	 distance,	 Big	 Ben	 began	 to	 strike	 the	 hour.	 With	 each
heavy	 chime,	 the	 moment	 fragmented.	 She	 could	 feel	 the	 stillness	 of	 time
falling.

When	will	it	stop?
She	 felt	 an	 echo	of	her	 former	 self.	Her	past	 faded	behind	 the	 city	blocks.

Her	future	stretched	before	her	in	that	moment,	thin	and	insubstantial,	down	the
darkened	street.

The	man	paused	 in	 the	shadows.	Sneaking	a	quick	glance	at	 the	young	girl	he



was	following,	he	was	surprised	to	find	she	wasn’t	showing	any	signs	of	being
affected	by,	or	even	aware	of,	their	miserable	surroundings.	In	fact,	she	seemed
particularly	immune	to	almost	everything	around	her	except	the	pealing	echoes
from	Big	Ben.

His	 fingers	 twitched	 nervously	 around	 the	 switchblade	 in	 his	 hand,	 as	 if
anticipating	the	moment	when	he	would	feel	it	slice	through	her	warm	flesh.	But
not	before	he’d	had	 some	 fun	with	her	 first.	Pretty	young	 things	 like	 the	pale,
blonde-haired	girl	before	him	didn’t	venture	 into	this	part	of	London	often.	He
took	a	moment	to	let	his	eyes	roam	up	her	body.

Fuck.	Who	was	he	kidding?
Pretty	young	things	almost	never	came	to	his	part	of	town,	unless	they	were

looking	 to	 buy	 some	meth	 or	 coke	 or	 that	 new	 drug	 he’d	 been	 hearing	 a	 lot
about,	Black	Mambo	or	Black	Magic	or	whatever	it	was	called.	Maybe	that	was
why	she	was	here.	Hoping	to	score.	Well,	so	was	he.	And	he’d	 lucked	out.	He
usually	had	to	go	find	them.

He	 watched	 her	 possessively,	 tension	 in	 every	 muscle.	 His	 fleshy,	 pock-
marked	face	broke	into	a	lascivious	smile.	He	liked	the	way	she	moved.	Graceful
like	 a	 dancer.	 Her	 platinum-blonde	 hair	 fell	 down	 her	 back	 to	 her	 waist,	 a
waterfall	 of	 harnessed	 moonlight.	 His	 heart	 beat	 wildly,	 so	 loud	 and	 fast	 it
pounded	against	his	rib	cage	and	 thrummed	in	his	ears,	momentarily	drowning
out	her	footsteps.

Again,	his	hand	twitched,	feeling	the	familiar	weight	of	the	blade.
His	tongue	poked	out	between	suddenly	dry	lips.
Delicious.

Aislinn	stopped	at	a	corner	beneath	the	awning	of	an	empty	curiosity	shop.	An
aged	sign	in	the	grime-streaked	storefront	window	advertised	that	it	was	up	for
lease.	 She	 knew	 better	 than	 to	 linger	 on	 darkened	 city	 street	 corners,	 but
something	didn’t	feel	right,	an	instinct	honed	back	at	the	beginning	of	time	for
all	living	creatures.	A	prickling	sensation	along	the	back	of	her	neck.



Like	 the	 hunter	 and	 the	 hunted,	 the	 predator	 and	 the	 prey,	 she	 sensed	 that
something—someone—was	following	her.

The	streetlamps	flickered	up	and	down	the	lane	as	if	by	a	surge	of	her	own
adrenaline,	but	 the	muted	yellow	glow	they	emitted	wasn’t	enough	to	keep	 the
darkness	at	bay.

With	 an	 anxious	 thrill	 bordering	 on	 agony,	 Aislinn	 set	 off	 down	 the	 grim
alleyway,	the	rain	beginning	to	fall	softly	with	the	onset	of	another	restless	night.
Each	 darkened	 doorway,	 boarded	 up	 window,	 and	 flickering	 streetlamp	 she
walked	past	became	a	familiar	blur	of	insidious	intent.

Close!	He’s	close!	Aislinn	experienced	a	strange	sense	of	déjà	vu.
She	fixed	eyes	upon	the	alleyway	ahead,	picking	up	her	pace	as	she	saw	his

shadow	slide	along	the	pavement,	matching	her	pace.
Aislinn	tensed,	readying	herself	for	the	attack.	The	cold	air	gusted	and	made

her	 platinum-blonde	 hair	 and	 long	 leather	 coat	 flap	 violently	 about	 her.	 The
broken	blinds	and	chimney	pots	were	filled	with	the	blustering	wind,	whistling
between	gaps	in	the	narrow	alley.

Shh.	Aislinn.	Calm	down.
He’s	close.
He’s	close	now.
She	tried	not	to	look	over	her	shoulder.	She	could	have	easily	confirmed	that

he	was	following	her,	but	she	deliberately	chose	not	 to.	Instead,	she	quickened
her	pace.	That	ancient	voice	that	warned	her	to	be	cautious	spoke	up,	shouting	in
her	 ear	 like	 the	 frosty	 draughts	 of	 winter	 wind	 that	 infiltrated	 the	 alleyway’s
hollow	nooks	and	crannies.

Don’t	 let	 him	 know	 you’re	 aware	 of	 him.	 Just	 keep	 going.	 Keep	 walking.
Careful	now,	Aislinn.

He	continued	to	dog	the	girl’s	footsteps.	She	made	it	easy	for	him,	even	with	her
hurrying.	She	kept	her	head	bowed	 low,	her	shoulders	hunched,	and	her	hands
thrust	into	her	coat	pockets	to	protect	herself	from	the	worsening	wind	and	rain.



She	seemed	anxious,	this	slip	of	a	girl	with	the	moonlight	hair	who	looked	so
young,	though	was	probably	in	her	early	twenties.	This	pretty	young	thing	whom
he	would	make	sob	in	the	pitch	black	of	his	cellar.

He	hoped	she	would	scream.	He	liked	it	when	they	screamed.	He	was	going
to	take	good	care	of	her.

It	was	easy.
He’d	done	it	before.	Twice.	And	each	time,	he	felt	stronger,	more	confident,

more	adept.
The	gloomy	alley	was	completely	empty,	except	for	the	rain	and	the	rats	and

himself	and	the	girl.	Even	the	rats	were	scampering	for	cover.
Silly	girl.
Anyone	who	needed	a	hit	that	badly	deserved	what	was	coming	to	them.	Or

maybe	she	was	buying	drugs	to	go	clubbing	later	with	her	foolish	friends.	It	was
Friday	night,	 and	 the	nightclubs	 and	bars	nearby	were	 always	 jampacked	with
fresh	meat.

But	they	weren’t	here	with	her	now.	She	was	alone.
It	seemed	like	they	were	the	only	two	people	left	on	Earth.	He	relished	the

thought.	And	soon,	there	would	only	be	one.
The	tension	in	his	shoulders	began	to	fade	as	he	readied	himself	for	the	kill.

She	wasn’t	going	anywhere.
“Hey,	 girly,	 you	 lost?”	 he	 asked,	 approaching	 her	 from	 behind.	His	words

carried	toward	her	on	the	wind.
As	 if	 startled,	 like	 a	 jittery	 colt,	 she	whirled	 around	 to	 face	 him	before	 he

reached	her.
Flawless	pale	skin,	a	pixie-like	face,	and	fathomless	dark	eyes.
Her	eyes	made	him	pause,	and	he	gripped	his	blade	even	more	tightly.	They

gave	him	the	creeps.	Either	there	was	something	so	deeply	buried,	he	wouldn’t
find	it	unless	she	wanted	him	to,	or	he	could	see	nothing	behind	the	girl’s	eyes.

“No,	I’m	not	lost,”	she	said.	Her	voice	was	flat,	emotionless.	Like	her	eyes.
“Are	you?”

A	sickness	roiled	in	the	center	of	his	stomach.
She	was	 reaching	 for	 him	with	 her	 eyes.	 It	was	 like	 she	was	 holding	 him



back	from	tumbling	over	the	edge	of	eternity.	And	she	would	catch	him	before
he	fell.

The	 man	 experienced	 one	 shivering	 moment	 of	 silence,	 frozen	 into
immobility,	until	a	damp	gust	of	icy	winter	wind	bringing	stinging	rain	blew	into
his	eyes,	making	him	blink	and	squint	in	shocked	reaction	as	he	gazed	through
wet	lashes	upon	the	most	horrifying	sight	he	would	ever	see.

She	smiled.
It	didn’t	reach	her	eyes.
There	was	nothing	human	in	her	eyes,	only	a	deadly	cold,	pure	rage.	Razor-

sharp	incisors	broke	through	her	gums,	snapping	down	into	place.	They	weren’t
like	any	teeth	he’d	ever	seen	before.	Not	on	humans	nor	animals.	They	were	like
polished	ivory	protruding	slightly	from	her	mouth,	wickedly	strong	and	tapered.

She	took	the	switchblade	easily	from	his	nerveless	hand,	disarming	him.	He
didn’t	even	try	to	put	up	a	fight	or	resist	her.	He	couldn’t.

He	wanted	to	grab	it	back.	He	wanted	to	pull	away,	even	though	she	wasn’t
even	touching	him.	He	wanted	to	run.	But,	somehow,	he	couldn’t	gain	control	of
his	responses.	He	couldn’t	gain	control	of	himself.

Paralyzed,	all	he	could	do	was	watch	as	she	brought	the	blade	up	to	his	neck
and	placed	the	sharpened	tip	against	his	pulsing	throat.	It	drew	blood.	He	could
feel	 it.	Even	with	 the	 rain	 splattering	him	 in	 the	 face,	 he	 felt	 his	heated	blood
trickling	down	his	skin.

Her	thin	nostrils	flared	in	response,	as	if	breathing	in	his	scent.
He	couldn’t	scream.	He	couldn’t	speak.	He	couldn’t	even	breathe.
Her	eyes	were	obsidian	pools	 that	made	all	 the	blood	drain	 from	his	head.

His	heart	fluttered	like	a	trapped	bird	inside	his	rib	cage.	Her	look	was	knowing.
She	would	set	it	free.

“I	 know	 what	 you	 were	 thinking,”	 she	 whispered,	 her	 voice	 now	 sweetly
intoxicating	and	sultry.	“You	were	wondering,	what’s	a	nice	girl	like	me	doing	in
a	place	like	this?”

He	released	the	smallest	whimper	as	she	leaned	into	him	and	licked	his	neck,
right	over	the	quivering	pulse.

“Mmmm.”	 She	 licked	 her	 lips	 like	 the	 cat	 with	 the	 canary,	 savoring	 the



moment	when	he	finally	realized	that	all	along,	she	had	been	the	predator	and	he
was	 the	 prey.	 She	 could	 see	 it	 in	 his	 darting	 eyes.	 The	 fear.	 Her	 power.	 The
beauty	of	it.	“Don’t	worry.	I’m	going	to	take	good	care	of	you.”

It	was	easy.
Delicious.



“D

CHAPTER	2

ammit,	Aislinn.	You’re	late.”
“I	stopped	off	for	a	bite	to	eat	before	work.”	Aislinn	tossed	off	the

sassy	 reply	 over	 her	 shoulder	 as	 she	 hung	 her	 leather	 coat	 in	 the	 back	 office.
Then	 she	 grabbed	 a	 tablet	 from	 the	 counter	 to	 check	 the	 club’s	 inventory	 list.
“Besides,	it’s	Friday	night.	Hump	night.	It’ll	only	be	the	regulars.	The	rest	will
be	trolling	the	Street	Buffet.”

Caleb	grunted.	He	would	have	liked	nothing	more	than	to	reprimand	her,	but
he	 refrained.	 Not	 only	 would	 Aislinn	 not	 have	 welcomed	 it—welcomed	 it?
Vlad’s	balls!	She	would	perform	a	root	canal	on	me	without	batting	an	eyelash—
but	she	was	already	too	anemic	as	it	was,	pushing	the	feeding	time	often	to	the
third	 day,	 almost	 to	 the	 last	 minute	 and	 the	 limits	 of	 any	 normal	 vampire’s
endurance.

Watching	 her	 organize	 the	 Nocturne’s	 weekly	 stocktake,	 she	 looked	 as
fragile	as	a	dandelion	that	would	blow	away	in	the	first	strong	wind.

But	looks	could	be	deceiving.
The	burly	bartender	ran	one	large	hand	over	his	bald	head,	as	if	massaging	a

chronic	 headache.	Muscles	 bulged	 from	 his	 beefy	 biceps,	 the	 intricate	 tattoos
snaking	and	rippling	along	his	bronzed	skin	as	if	alive.	His	left	arm	sported	the
motto,	“Fortis	Fortuna	Adiuvat”,	his	 right,	“Fortes	Fortuna	Iuvat”,	proclaiming
his	 hard-core	military	 background.	But	 even	with	 all	 his	military	 training	 and
many	 kills,	 the	 slight	 figure	 of	 the	 girl	 in	 front	 of	 him	 made	 him	 extremely
nervous	and	protective	in	equal	measure.



She	was	the	last	of	The	Twelve	turned	by	Kayne	himself,	the	father	of	them
all.	 Yet	 she	 was	 the	 only	 female.	Why	 Kayne	 had	 chosen	 her	 as	 his	 Twelfth
Disciple	was	 anybody’s	 guess.	 She	was	 the	most	 troublesome,	 defiant,	willful
baggage	around.	And	a	pain	in	the	ass	to	mentor.

Perhaps	that	was	why	Kayne	had	abandoned	her	to	the	care	of	Julius	and	the
London	 Coven.	 A	 mistake,	 in	 Caleb’s	 opinion.	 Two	 of	 Kayne’s	 direct
descendants	under	one	roof	made	for	World	War	V.

“Chillax,	 old	 man,”	 Aislinn	 teased,	 sensing	 his	 discord	 as	 she	 tossed	 her
platinum	locks	back	over	her	shoulder	and	moved	to	stand	behind	the	bar.	“Why
don’t	you	have	a	drink?”

“Maybe	I	will,”	he	replied	gruffly.	“What’s	our	stock	like?”
Aislinn	rolled	her	eyes.	In	all	the	time	she’d	known	him,	Caleb	still	couldn’t

—or	wouldn’t—cast	aside	his	rigidity.	He	was	a	stickler	for	the	rules.	Must	have
been	his	time	spent	in	the	army—make	that	armies.	He	liked	to	re-enlist	every
hundred	 years	 or	 so	 for	 the	 fun	 of	 it.	 But	 despite	 sharing	 ownership	 of	 the
Nocturne	 with	 her,	 he	 would	 never	 take	 from	 his	 own	 merchandise.	 It	 was
always	rations	and	supplies	and	then	surplus.

“All	good,”	she	replied,	passing	him	the	tablet	for	his	inspection.	“Don’t	get
your	fangs	in	a	furrow.	We’re	receiving	the	new	delivery	from	the	Blood	Bank
tomorrow,	 not	 tonight.	 Nikolaus	 was	 very	 apologetic	 when	 he	 called.	 He’s
handling	it	personally.	We’re	the	first	on	his	route—well,	after	Styx.”

“Of	course	we	are.	Nikolaus	has	the	hots	for	you.	He	wants	to	make	the	beast
with	two	backs.”	Caleb	hoped	to	get	a	rise	out	of	her.	Aislinn	didn’t	even	bother
to	respond.	She’d	heard	it	all	before.	“So,	what’s	the	delay?”

“That	train	derailment	near	Waterloo	Tube	Station,”	Aislinn	replied,	relating
Nikolaus’s	 information.	 “Humans	 injured.	 Quite	 a	 few	 blood	 transfusions.
Nothing	that’s	going	to	really	affect	supply.”

Caleb	 grunted.	 He	 was	 a	 man	 of	 few	 words.	 He	 didn’t	 seem	 particularly
bothered	by	the	delay	in	their	next	delivery,	but	then,	it	took	a	lot	to	faze	Caleb.

Although	when	she’d	arrived,	she’d	noticed	a	troubled	expression	on	his	face
while	he	wiped	the	stemless	glasses	a	little	too	thoroughly.	She	hadn’t	failed	to
notice.	She	just	had	chosen	not	to	remark	upon	it.



There	were	only	 two	 things	 that	 fazed	Caleb,	Kayne’s	 sudden	 appearances
and	the	Atum	Council.

And	Aislinn	herself.	She	had	a	habit	of	getting	Caleb’s	blood	pressure	up—
or	would	have	if	he	had	a	working	human	heart.

Make	that	three	things.	I	wonder	which	one	is	bothering	him	tonight.
Reaching	under	the	counter,	she	pulled	out	a	blood	bag	from	the	nearest	bar

fridge,	one	of	several	state-of-the-art,	medical	 refrigeration	units	stacked	under
the	 counter	 and	 along	 the	 back	wall,	 filled	with	 rows	 of	 hanging	 blood	 bags,
bottles,	 and	 trays	 of	 vacutainers.	 “C’mon,	 you	 seem	 a	 little	 on	 edge	 tonight.
Loosen	 up	 a	 little.	 It’s	 a	 great	 vintage.	 2018.	 From	 the	 Children’s	 Hospital.
Transfused	 in	 individual	 vacutainers.	 Nicely	 aged	 in	 blood	 bags	 with	 seventy
milliliters	of	anti-coagulant.	I’ll	even	join	you.”

“Decant	it	first,”	Caleb	suggested	curtly.
Her	eyes	flashed	a	warning.	She	was	no	Nubes,	like	the	lowest	caste	of	her

race.	Like	any	good	bouquet,	it	needed	to	breathe.	Besides,	she	hated	it	when	it
was	chilled.	It	was	more	like	treacle	than	blood.	Though	sometimes—desperate
times—a	girl	needed	to	feed,	and	chilled	or	frozen,	stored	blood	would	have	to
do.

As	 she	 let	 it	warm	 to	 room	 temperature,	 she	kept	 her	 hands	busy	with	 the
stacking	of	the	glass	test	tubes	used	for	rounds	of	shots.

She’d	fed	once	 tonight	and	could	already	feel	 the	effects.	The	man’s	blood
warmed	 her	 chilled	 limbs,	 increasing	 her	 strength	 and	 endurance,	making	 her
reactions	faster,	sharpening	her	sight	and	smell.	But	it	still	bothered	her	that	she
needed	to	feed	on	humans.

She	justified	her	kills	as	a	service	to	humanity,	ridding	the	world	of	vermin
like	the	rapist/murderer	she’d	just	fed	on.	She	restricted	herself	to	those	like	him
who	were	nothing	more	than	pond	scum.	She	had	a	sense	for	these	things.	She
always	knew	where	they	were.	She	could	smell	their	sins	on	their	body	odor.

She	wasn’t	 like	 the	 rest	of	her	coven	who	 frequented	 the	Street	Buffet	and
preyed	on	panhandlers	and	beggars,	the	homeless	and	the	vulnerable,	or	made	a
smorgasbord	of	 the	 local	hospitals	 and	nursing	homes.	She	 refused	 to	 feast	on
the	 innocent.	 She	 would	 only	 feast	 on	 the	 child	 abusers	 and	 the	 corrupt



politicians	and	those	low-life	criminals	who	deserved	to	die.
She	snuck	a	peek	under	her	lashes	at	the	brawny	vampire	beside	her	who	was

giving	 a	 final	 “spit	 shine”	 to	 the	 large	 capacity	 centrifuge	 machine.	 His
movements	were	 economical.	 She	wished	 she	 could	 be	more	 like	Caleb,	who
was	entirely	pragmatic	about	killing	humans.

“Humans	 are	 food,	 not	 friends,”	 Caleb	 had	 insisted	 on	 their	 first	 hunt
together.	“Think	of	it	this	way.	We	are	only	ending	the	pain	and	suffering	of	life
for	these	poor	mortal	bastards.	It’s	like	Willie	says,	‘to	say	we	end	the	heartache
and	 the	 thousand	 natural	 shocks	 that	 flesh	 is	 heir	 to—’tis	 a	 consummation
devoutly	 to	 be	 wished!’”	 Then	 he	 added	 with	 a	 wink,	 “And	 I’m	 all	 for
consummation.	I’ll	admit	I	don’t	mind	a	bit	of	fornication.	And	I’m	even	happy
to	indulge	in	some	procreation.”

He’d	 used	 that	 lame	 joke	 for	 centuries.	And	 no	 one	wanted	 to	 tell	 him	he
wasn’t	funny.	Well,	except	for	her.

Aislinn	sighed.	Death	dealers.	That	was	what	 they	were.	Caleb	had	 trained
her	to	consider	killing	humans	as	euthanasia.

Sadly,	 she	 had	 failed	 that	 part	 of	 her	 training.	 And	 the	 procreating.	 But,
consolation	prize,	she	was	slightly	better	at	the	fornicating.

Not	with	Caleb,	though.	Hell,	no.
After	having	her	butt	kicked	by	him	for	half	a	millennium	in	vampire	boot

camp,	the	last	thing	she	needed	was	to	be	fucked	twice	over	every	night.
Yet	everything	she	knew	about	vampirism	had	come	from	Caleb.	She	owed

him	 a	 lot,	 not	 the	 least	 of	 which	 was	 her	 martial	 skills	 and	 combat	 training.
Despite	her	formidable	strength	and	rapid	reflexes	she’d	inherited	directly	from
Kayne,	 without	 Caleb,	 she	 would	 still	 be	 unprepared	 to	 take	 on	 the	 human
hunters	who	were	sanctioned	by	the	church	to	hunt	her	kind	down	and	kill	them.

“What’ll	we	toast?”	asked	Caleb,	pouring	the	ruby-red	liquid	into	two	large
stemless	glasses	and	handing	one	to	her.

“To	Kayne,”	came	her	automatic	reply.	“To	a	Blood	Moon.”
His	eyes	dilated	momentarily	to	obsidian.	“To	a	bad	moon	rising.”
Aislinn	 smiled	 and	 lifted	 her	 glass	 in	 salute.	 Sipping	 slowly,	 the	 bouquet

opened	up	to	a	dry,	sweet	scent	with	hints	of	iron.



“Holy	shit	balls!”	she	exclaimed.
“Vlad’s	nuts,	 that’s	a	good	drop!”	Caleb	agreed,	savoring	 the	rich,	metallic

taste	 in	his	mouth.	He	shook	his	head	 in	amazement.	“Nikolaus	must	really	be
itching	to	get	into	your	pants!”

The	Nocturne	opened	its	doors	 to	 its	patrons	promptly	at	six	 that	evening.	The
dead	of	winter	brought	with	it	earlier	opening	times	as	sunset	occurred	in	the	late
afternoon,	 but	 on	 Friday	 nights,	 only	 the	 regulars	 usually	 turned	 up.	 Fridays
meant	more	humans	on	the	streets—in	their	clubs	and	their	restaurants	and	their
cinemas	and	their	theaters—and	more	humans	on	the	streets	meant	business	was
slower	than	usual.	Hump	night.

Not	 that	Aislinn	was	complaining.	The	club	was	still	 full,	but	 the	bouncers
didn’t	have	to	refuse	entry	to	customers.	And	refusing	entry	to	a	vampire	was	no
easy	thing,	particularly	when	they	were	a	Malum,	the	highest	caste	of	vampire.

Like	the	one	who	deliberately	perched	himself	on	the	velvet	barstool	in	front
of	her,	unusually	accompanied	by	a	Nubes.

“What	is	he	doing	here?”	she	asked	of	Dorian,	whose	Mark	of	Cain	flared	jet
black	on	his	forehead	in	recognition	that	he	was	being	addressed	by	the	daughter
of	Kayne.	“You	know	that	if	Caleb	sees	him,	he’ll	go	batshit	crazy	and	kick	your
butt	from	here	 to	eternity.”	She	paused	to	 look	the	impeccably	groomed	young
vampire	over.	“For	that	matter,	what	are	you	doing	here?”

The	 intoxicatingly	 beautiful	 vampire	 looked	 unconcerned.	 Instead,	 he
gracefully	extended	one	slim,	pale	manicured	hand	to	pick	at	a	loose	thread	on
his	tailored	jacket,	dropping	it	disdainfully	on	the	counter.

The	sneering	facial	expression	failed	to	mar	the	perfection	of	his	features.	He
had	once	been	described	by	one	of	his	more	obsessed	followers	as	looking	as	if
he	were	made	from	ivory	and	rose	leaves.	It	made	Aislinn	want	to	retch.	Though
she	had	to	admit,	even	Narcissus	didn’t	have	anything	on	Dorian.

His	 dark	 hair	 and	 eyes,	 along	 with	 his	 porcelain	 skin	 and	 regal	 bearing,
might	have	suggested	his	kin	with	the	angels,	but	he	held	the	cruelest	nature	of



almost	anyone	Aislinn	knew,	despite	his	youth.	He	might	only	have	been	turned
into	 a	 vampire	 a	 hundred	 and	 thirty	 years	 ago,	 but	 he	 hated	 them	 all.	All	 the
immortals	and	the	humans	too.	The	only	love	he	held	was	for	his	own	sartorially
splendid	form.

She	bit	back	her	disgust.	Turning	him	had	become	one	of	the	biggest	regrets
of	her	eternal	life.

“Hello,	Mother,”	Dorian	taunted,	his	voice	deep	and	sultry.
Little	 fucker!	 Aislinn	 ignored	 Dorian’s	 provocation.	 Instead,	 she	 smiled

serenely.	One	of	these	days,	I’m	going	to	have	to	kill	him.	Just	because	he	pisses
me	off.

“I	see	you	don’t	approve	of	my	new	friend.”	Dorian	laughed	as	he	clapped
the	Nubes	on	the	back,	making	the	other	youth	quail.

Her	 smile	 remained	 intact.	 If	 anything,	 it	 widened	 a	 little,	 along	with	 her
blackened	pupils.

“You	know	better	 than	to	bring	him	here,	Dorian.	He’s	a	Nubes.”	Aislinn’s
voice	 changed	 from	 cool	 to	 icy.	 The	 temperature	 in	 the	Nocturne	 plummeted,
making	several	vampires	freeze	in	their	tracks.	The	South	Pole	would	have	been
warmer.	“He	still	has	the	smell	of	human	on	him.	Freshly	turned.	And	you	bring
him	into	my	club?	Honestly,	what	were	you	thinking?	Smarten	up,	Dorian.	It’s
your	duty	to	take	him	on	his	first	feed,	show	him	how	it	all	works.”

Dorian	might	have	answered,	but	Caleb	got	in	first.
“Vlad’s	tits!	Look	what	the	devil’s	dragged	in!”
There	was	no	love	lost	between	Caleb	and	Dorian.	He	had	taken	a	dislike	to

the	handsome	young	man	even	before	he	was	turned.	He	hated	him	even	more
now.	It	was	hard	not	to	hate	someone	who	cared	more	about	the	bloodstains	on
their	clothes	than	the	litter	of	bodies	they’d	left	behind	on	a	feeding	frenzy.

“Gray.	You’re	not	welcome	here.”
Dorian	gave	a	dismissive	shrug.	“It’s	good	to	see	you,	too,	old	man.”
Uh	 oh.	 Aislinn	 wanted	 to	 slap	 some	 sense	 into	 the	 boy.	When	 she	 called

Caleb	an	old	man,	it	was	a	term	of	endearment.	When	Dorian	said	it,	it	was	just
plain	rude.

Menace	rose	from	the	older	vampire	like	steam.	She	could	almost	see	it.



“Dorian,	what	do	you	want?”	Aislinn	asked,	her	voice	flat	and	emotionless.
Dorian	smiled	and	then	opened	his	mouth	wide	and	snapped	his	deadly	fangs

down	into	place.	“I	want	to	buy	my	friend,	Seth,	a	drink.”
“Do	you	now?”	Aislinn’s	pale	blonde	eyebrows	raised	 just	slightly	 to	form

perfect	arches	over	her	coldly	amused	eyes.	She	knew	exactly	what	Dorian	was
up	 to,	 and	 she	 didn’t	 have	 time	 for	 his	 hobby	 of	 picking	 fights	 with	 other
Malums	just	because	he	was	bored.	She	continued,	her	voice	calm	with	only	a
touch	of	exasperation.	“Dorian,	I’m	not	impressed.	Since	when	did	you	become
illiterate?	Read	the	sign	above	the	bar.”

But	ironically,	it	was	the	Nubes,	Seth,	who	looked	at	the	sign	above	her	head
to	stutter	out	the	words,	“N-n-no	p-pets	allowed.”

“That’s	right.	No	pets	allowed.”	Caleb’s	biceps	bulged	as	he	crossed	his	arms
in	front	of	his	chest.	“So	take	your	pet	outside,	Dorian,	and	train	him	before	you
bring	him	back	here.	Just	don’t	forget—you’re	not	welcome.”

Dorian’s	dark	eyes	narrowed	viciously,	and	he	bared	his	teeth	to	hiss	at	 the
older	 vampire.	 He	 leaned	 forward	 as	 if	 to	 lunge	 for	 Caleb’s	 jugular	 when	 an
effeminate	 voice	 called	 out	 from	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 bar.	 “Hey,	 bro!	Dorian!
You	came.	Look,	everyone.	It’s	my	little	brother.”



F

CHAPTER	3

our	 pairs	 of	 vampire	 eyes	 swiveled	 in	 the	 direction	where	 the	 voice	 had
piped	up.	The	other	 immortals	 in	 the	club	were	completely	 indifferent	 to

this	 dramatic	 announcement.	 Not	 because	 they	were	 uninterested	 in	 Dorian—
who	 cut	 a	 dashing	 figure	 as	 if	 he’d	 stepped	 straight	 out	 of	 a	 Gentleman’s
Quarterly	photoshoot,	pulling	off	darkly	glamorous	yet	despotically	powerful—
but	 because	 his	 older	 brother,	Cole,	was	 just	not	Dorian.	He	was	 nothing	 like
Dorian,	not	suave,	not	sophisticated,	not	darkly	alluring.	And,	therefore,	of	little
interest	to	them.

The	problem	was	that	Cole	was	so	ordinary.	The	fair-haired,	pale,	adolescent
two-hundred-year-old	vampire	was	just	 like	them.	Another	Sanguis	bearing	the
dark	red	Mark	of	Cain.	Nothing	special.	Average	in	almost	every	way.

Except	 for	 the	fact	 the	direct	descendant	of	Kayne,	one	of	Kayne’s	Twelve
elect,	had	chosen	to	turn	him,	giving	him	eternal	life.	Her	firstborn.

And	together	with	his	younger	sibling,	Dorian,	he	continued	to	torment	them
all.

“Dorian.	You	came.	I	knew	you	would,	my	fine	fellow.”	Bounding	up	to	the
group	like	a	playful	puppy,	Cole	attempted	to	give	his	horrified	brother	a	hug.

Seeing	 them	 together	was	 like	 staring	 into	 a	 solar	 eclipse	without	wearing
special	glasses.	Dorian’s	radiant	sun	blocked	out	Cole’s	sadly	waning	moon.

Poor	Cole	paled	in	comparison	to	his	fascinating	sibling.	He	tried	to	pull	off
the	moody,	Romantic-hero	 vibe	 by	modeling	himself	 on	Lord	Byron,	with	 his
flowing	 white	 shirt,	 tight	 black	 pants,	 and	 buffed,	 black	 boots,	 but	 he	 only



managed	 to	 call	 attention	 to	 the	 difference	 between	 himself	 and	 the	 elegant
young	vampire	in	head-to-toe	black	next	to	him,	Dorian’s	signature	style	which
he	copied	from	Kayne.

Anticipating	the	embrace,	Dorian	gave	a	distasteful	scowl,	as	if	some	insect
had	crawled	up	his	arm,	and	pulled	away	as	soon	as	he	could,	even	before	his
brother	could	lay	a	single	finger	on	his	custom-tailored,	black	silk-and-mohair-
blend	jacket	and	carelessly	crease	it.

Cole’s	 affectionate	 gesture	 was	 not	 reciprocated,	 but	 as	 usual,	 the
effervescent	young	vampire	failed	to	notice.

“You’re	 just	 in	 time!”	 he	 exclaimed,	 palest	 blue	 eyes	 flashing	 with
unrestrained	excitement.	“I	didn’t	want	to	begin	without	you.”

“Begin	 what?”	 Dorian’s	 voice	 was	 coolly	 discouraging,	 enough	 to	 wither
daisies	in	spring,	but	at	least	his	fangs	had	retracted	back	into	his	gums.

“Why,	my	 poetry	 reading	 of	Ode	 to	 La	 Lune,	 of	 course!”	 Cole	 exclaimed
enthusiastically.	“It’s	my	latest	composition.	‘La	lune,	la	lune,	o’	beautiful	moon
—’	That’s	how	it	starts.	You’ll	never	guess	where	I	found	inspiration—”

“In	 the	 moon?”	 Dorian’s	 tone	 was	 sardonic,	 his	 dark	 eyebrows	 arched
quizzically	like	twin	question	marks.

Cole	beamed.	“Yes,	exactly!	I	knew	someone	of	your	sensitive	nature	would
understand.”

Aislinn	groaned,	briefly	closing	her	eyes	to	momentarily	block	out	the	sight
of	her	two—thankfully,	her	only	 two—progeny.	Despite	 the	Atum	Council,	 the
elite	elder	vampire	council,	pressing	her	to	turn	more	humans	into	vampires,	she
struggled	with	the	deed.	It	might	have	been	her	Kayne-given	duty	as	a	Malum—
one	of	the	strongest	and	most	powerful	of	her	species,	and	one	of	the	few	who
could	 competently	 turn	 humans—but	 she	 loathed	 the	 despair	 and	 discord	 and
torment	it	brought.	And	not	just	upon	humans.

Afflicted	 with	 Dorian’s	 sadistic	 cruelty	 and	 Cole’s	 affectionate	 idiocy	 and
awful	 poetry,	 she’d	 suffered	 silently	 for	 centuries.	 She	 didn’t	 even	 have	 the
luxury	 that	humans	had.	Death	would	not	put	her	out	of	her	misery,	 since	 she
was	an	immortal.	It	was	little	wonder	she	didn’t	have	the	heart	to	create	more.

“Enough!	I	don’t	have	time	to	waste	on	this.”	Dorian	swept	a	hand	in	front	of



him	 to	 ward	 away	 his	 older	 sibling,	 not	 even	 recognizing	 the	 irony	 of	 his
statement.	 An	 aura	 of	 evil	 ferocity	 surrounded	 him	 as	 he	 turned	 on	 Aislinn
menacingly.	 Like	 the	 flick	 of	 a	 switch,	 Dorian	 became	mean,	 and	 raw	 power
poured	from	him,	smothering	 the	club’s	atmosphere	with	dark	shadows.	 It	was
like	being	plunged	into	a	black	ice	bath.	“I	want	what’s	rightfully	mine,	Mother!
Bring	me	to	Kayne,	or	for	Vlad’s	sake,	I’ll—”

“You’ll	 do	 nothing.”	 Aislinn	 suddenly	 had	 Dorian	 by	 the	 throat.	 Despite
being	taller	than	her	by	several	inches,	his	feet	dangled	in	the	air,	and	he	couldn’t
extricate	 himself	 from	 her	 fierce	 grip.	 “You	 are	 in	 no	 position	 to	 demand
anything	of	me	or	your	grandsire.”

She	threw	him	across	the	room	as	easily	as	swatting	a	fly	away,	and	he	swept
up	in	an	ungainly	heap	on	the	floor	by	the	club’s	entrance.	Smiling	smugly,	she
hoped	she	had	creased	his	suit	or,	at	the	very	least,	stained	it.	That	would	really
piss	him	off.

Two	 hefty	 bouncers	 appeared	 by	 Dorian’s	 side	 to	 remove	 him	 from	 the
premises.	But	he	was	already	on	his	feet,	ready	to	viciously	fend	them	off.	His
strength	was	unmatched	by	the	male	Sanguis	who,	 though	far	bigger	and	more
muscular,	didn’t	share	the	same	efficient,	coldblooded,	and	brutal	temperament.

His	assault	was	savagely	controlled	as	Dorian	immediately	launched	into	the
approaching	bouncers	at	lightning	speed,	breaking	the	nose	of	one	with	the	loud
crunching	 of	 cartilage	 and	 then	 plowing	 his	 left	 foot	 into	 the	 other’s	 leg.	 The
force	of	his	kick	was	like	a	low-velocity	gunshot,	kneecapping	the	tough	veteran
vampire	who	dropped	to	the	floor	in	pain.

None	of	Dorian’s	attack	would	leave	lasting	damage	to	these	immortals,	but
it	was	a	statement—“Don’t	fuck	with	me!”—which	came	across	loud	and	clear	to
all	those	drinking	at	the	Nocturne	that	night.

Straightening	his	jacket	and	tie,	he	threw	one	last,	spiteful	glare	at	Aislinn.	If
looks	could	kill,	she	would	have	been	annihilated.	It	was	a	blade	meant	to	pierce
the	toughest	heart.	But	the	platinum-haired	beauty,	who	looked	younger	than	the
angelic-looking	 vampire	 she	 was	 clashing	 with,	 returned	 his	 look	 with	 the
coolest	indifference.

“Perhaps	 this	 is	 a	 conversation	 for	 another	 time,	 but	 mark	 me,	 this	 isn’t



over,”	Dorian	stated	dispassionately.	“Adieu,	Mother.”
An	icy	gust	tore	through	the	establishment.	Dorian’s	exit	from	the	club	was	a

mere	blur	of	inky	movement,	faster	than	the	eye	could	see.
Except	for	Aislinn.	She	tracked	his	progress	from	the	Nocturne	like	a	hawk

until	he	disappeared	from	her	telescopic	sight	and	she	could	no	longer	hear	his
footsteps	on	the	pavement	outside.

“B-b-but	he	didn’t	even	hear	my	best	material!”	wailed	Cole,	whose	face	was
a	picture	of	woe.

“Oh,	Vlad’s	nuts!	He’s	left	behind	the	Nubes.”	Caleb	bitterly	eyed	the	newly
turned	 vampire,	 Seth,	 whose	Mark	 of	 Cain	 flared	 white	 upon	 his	 forehead	 in
fearful	 response	 to	 the	 intimidating,	 older	 vampire’s	words.	He	 looked	 like	 he
might	pee	his	pants—that	was,	if	he	still	could.

It	wasn’t	that	Caleb	had	something	against	Nubes,	but	by	their	very	nature,
they	were	the	weakest	of	their	kind,	and	quite	a	few	were	unable	to	endure	the
process	of	being	 turned.	And	 if,	 somehow,	 like	 this	one,	 they	managed	 to	 live
through	the	grueling	and	painful	three-day	turning,	they	still	had	to	survive	their
first	feed.

The	Nubes	 cowered	where	 he	 sat	 at	 the	 counter,	 which	made	 Caleb	 glare
even	more	at	him.

Aislinn	 sighed,	 feeling	 sorry	 for	him.	But	 it	wouldn’t	do	 to	 show	pity	 to	a
Nubes.	The	next	thing	you	knew,	they	would	be	clinging	to	you	like	bloodstains
on	fabric,	and	you	would	almost	never	be	able	to	get	rid	of	them.	Besides,	if	she
wanted	minions,	she	wouldn’t	choose	Nubes.

Caleb	massaged	his	bald	head	vigorously.	Vlad’s	teeth.	If	he	were	human,	he
would	have	 the	mother	 of	 all	migraines.	 Instead,	 he	was	dealing	with	 a	major
pain	in	the	ass.

The	old	veteran’s	voice	boomed	around	Aislinn,	causing	the	rest	of	the	club’s
patrons	a	thrill	of	fearful,	restless	anticipation	as	this	was	the	most	exciting	thing
that	had	happened	in	decades.	“Aislinn!	This	is	all	your	fault!”

Aislinn’s	face	expressed	her	surprise.	“My	fault?	How	is	this	my	fault?”
Though	it	took	a	lot	to	faze	Caleb,	this	wasn’t	the	first	time	he’d	bawled	her

out.	But	he	had	never	done	it	in	front	of	the	regulars	in	their	club.



It	sucked	big	time.
“There	are	rules,	Aislinn.	If	you	cannot	control	your	offspring,	then	you	must

take	 responsibility	 for	 the	Nubes.”	Caleb’s	dark	 eyes	narrowed,	 and	he	pursed
his	 lips	 tightly.	 He	 raised	 his	 hand	 and	 pointed	 toward	 where	 the	 abandoned,
freshly	turned	vampire	sat—only	to	find	an	empty	barstool.

Oh	 Vlad!	 Where	 has	 he	 got	 to?	 Aislinn	 glanced	 toward	 the	 far	 corners,
senses	 leaping	as	she	caught	 the	scent	of	 the	 feeble,	 fledgling	vampire	making
good	his	escape,	 already	several	blocks	away	 from	 the	Nocturne.	He	was	 fast.
She’d	give	him	that	at	least.

She	knew	she	could	go	after	him,	but	she	decided	not	to.	Long	ago,	she	had
made	 the	decision	 to	make	Dorian	clean	up	his	own	mess.	Besides,	 if	 she	was
going	on	a	hunt,	it	wouldn’t	be	after	the	Nubes	Dorian	had	left	behind.	No	way!

She	 was	 hunting	 something	 far	 darker,	 more	 ancient,	 more	 powerful.
Nothing	else	mattered	more	to	her.	Absently,	she	touched	the	bright-red	plaited
bracelet	on	her	wrist,	steeling	her	resolve.

Caleb	 pressed	 his	 balled	 fists	 to	 his	 sides.	 “Julius	 and	 the	 coven	will	 hear
about	this.	Mark	my	words.”

On	 the	 edge	 of	 southeast	 London,	 a	 framework	 of	 Roman	 ruins,	 medieval
buildings,	 walls,	 and	 earthworks	 enclosed	 the	 London	 Coven’s	 majestic
parklands.	Within	the	twenty-acres	of	sprawling	grounds,	the	ancient	remains	of
a	Roman	 fortress	 lay	 beneath	 a	 strangely	wrought	medieval	 palace,	where	 the
functional	north	bridge,	defensive	moat	walls,	and	buttresses	fought	against	the
elaborate,	butterfly-winged	pavilions	flanking	the	curved	entrance	colonnade.

A	 sleek,	 superfast	 Norton	 Commando	 zipped	 between	 the	 great	 iron	 and
stone	 gates	 surrounding	 the	 property,	 regularly	 patrolled	 by	 armed	 Sanguis
sentries	 and	 vicious	 attack	 dogs	 and	 state-of-the-art	 electronic	 surveillance
equipment	 used	 to	 guard	 against	 an	 attack	 by	 human	 hunters.	Approaching	 at
extreme	speed,	the	coven’s	rambling	edifice	suddenly	appeared	under	a	shadowy
sky.	 The	 first	 touches	 of	 dawn	 lit	 the	 horizon	 behind	 the	 jagged	 spires	 and
battlements	that	rose	atop	the	looming	stone	walls.	An	atmosphere	of	brooding



menace	 surrounded	 the	 place	 as	 the	 sky	 seemed	 to	 roil	 with	 turmoil	 behind
majestic	columns	and	pointed	arches	adorning	the	manor’s	menacing	façade.

“Please,	Aislinn,	 I	don’t	want	 to	be	 flambéed.	 I’m	 too	young	 to	 die.”	Cole
screamed	against	the	roar	of	the	motorbike’s	engine	and	the	whipping	wind	and
rain,	knowing	very	well	he	could	be	heard	by	the	Malum	he	was	clinging	to.

“Don’t	be	such	a	blood-bingeing	baby!”	she	shouted	back	over	her	shoulder.
“I	know	what	I’m	doing.”

With	 the	 bike	 responding	 to	 the	 lightest	 touch,	 the	 two	 figures	 surged
forward	 on	 the	 beast’s	 great	 black	 back,	 continuing	 down	 the	 manor’s	 long
driveway,	as	if	chasing	down	the	night.	As	they	rounded	the	bend,	Aislinn	urged
the	 Norton	 down	 into	 the	 underground	 garage	 where	 all	 the	 fast,	 badass	 toys
were	kept.	As	it	passed	by	the	guardhouse,	its	diamond	black	carbon	fiber	frame
reminded	the	sentries	on	guard	of	a	hellhound,	matching	its	owner’s	moodiness,
eccentricity,	and	power,	and	mirroring	her	beauty	and	wildness.

As	soon	as	the	bike	came	to	a	halt,	Cole	leaped	off	to	dramatically	pat	down
his	body	for	any	evidence	of	sunburn.	“Hot,	hot,	hot,	hot!	Bloody	Mary!”

“Calm	down,	Cole.”
“Calm	down?”	he	screeched	accusingly	in	a	tight	and	high-pitched	voice.	“I

felt	the	hand	of	Death	touch	me	with	her	fiery	fingers!”
Aislinn	simply	looked	over	at	him	with	calm,	cool	eyes.
Fully	fledged	vampires	shouldn’t	screech	like	that.	It	just	wasn’t	right.
“You’re	too	emotional.”	She	contemplated	slapping	him,	just	because	she	felt

like	it.	“Stop	being	hysterical.	It’s	unbecoming	of	a	vampire.”
He	ignored	her.	Then,	realizing	what	he’d	just	said,	Cole	clapped	his	hands

together	 and	 squealed.	 “Oh	my	Vlad,	 that’s	 brilliant!	 I	must	 use	 it	 in	my	next
poem.	The	hand	of	Death.	Fiery	Fingers.	Aislinn,	I	love	you.”

She	rolled	her	eyes.	“Yeah.	I	know.	Don’t	touch	me.	No	PDAs,	remember?”
“Maybe	 I	 should	 ride	 home	 with	 you	 every	 night—you	 know,	 just	 for

inspiration.”
“Try	it,	and	you’ll	need	dentures,”	she	warned,	cornflower-blue	eyes	flashing

darkly.	“And	don’t	touch	the	bike.”
Taking	 off	 her	 helmet,	 Aislinn	 looped	 it	 around	 the	 handlebar	 and	 quietly



stroked	the	shiny	chassis,	crooning	endearments	and	murmuring	words	of	praise
and	thanks	as	if	 the	Norton	Commando	were	alive.	Cole	might	be	her	progeny
and	closest	friend	apart	from	Caleb,	but	he	couldn’t	compete	with	her	baby.

The	young	Sanguis	looked	shaken.	“I	guess	that	would	be	a	no?”
Aislinn’s	 response	 was	 emphatic	 and	 final	 as	 she	 headed	 toward	 the	 exit.

“No.”
Trailing	behind	 the	pale	beauty	 to	 the	elevator,	he	 tried	reasoning	with	her.

“But	what	if—”
“No.”	She	stabbed	at	the	button	with	her	index	finger.
“But	maybe—”
She	shot	him	a	look	that	was	enough	to	make	him	spontaneously	combust.
“Fine.”	Defeated,	Cole	sighed.	Vlad,	 she	could	be	a	major	 toothache	when

she	wanted	to	be—and	not	in	a	good	way!

The	closely	monitored	lift	rose	to	ground	level,	doors	automatically	opening	on
the	 manor’s	 luxurious	 entrance	 hall	 where	 even	 more	 discreet	 surveillance
cameras	 tracked	 their	movements	 from	 the	 coven’s	 central	 surveillance	 hub	 in
the	west	tower.

Stepping	out,	the	manor’s	spectacular	lobby	bore	a	distinct	similarity	to	any
exclusive	 hotel	 the	world	 over.	 The	 younger,	more	 hedonistic	members	 of	 the
London	Coven	and	those	visiting	luminaries	from	afar	lounged	around	on	plush
velvet	divans	and	circular	banquettes	in	the	middle	of	the	Vestibulum.	Moonlight
normally	flooded	in	from	the	enormous	glass	ceiling	dome,	highlighting	the	vast
space	below	decorated	in	tastefully	subdued	tones	with	brass,	walnut,	and	ebony
fixtures,	but	as	it	was	approaching	dawn,	alloy	steel	 leaf	shutters	fanned	out	to
block	the	strength	of	the	sun.

The	 stunning	 dome	 rendered	 it	 more	 like	 a	 private	 museum	 or	 Gothic
cathedral	than	a	manor	house.	The	Vestibulum	featured	vaulted	ceilings,	Italian
marble-clad	 floors	and	pillars,	 sweeping	African	Ebony	winged	staircases,	 and
stained-glass	 windows	 that	 were	 now	 hidden	 behind	 thick	 wine-red	 velvet



drapery	and	bulletproof,	alloy	block-out	blinds.
Aislinn	 strode	 purposefully	 through	 the	 grand	 entrance,	 her	 boots

deliberately	 heavy	 on	 the	 cream-and-gold	 mosaic	 marble	 floor	 and	 her	 eyes
darkly	burning.

She’d	 received	 the	 long-awaited	 message	 from	 her	 contact.	 Until	 the
appointed	time,	she’d	have	to	wait	patiently—something	vampires	weren’t	very
good	 at,	 and	Aislinn	 even	worse.	She’d	been	patient	 for	 almost	 a	millennium.
Now	was	her	time.

She	gritted	her	teeth	in	frustration.	Patience,	Aislinn.	You’re	close	now.	The
stars	are	about	to	align.	You’ll	have	your	justice.

Remaining	 completely	 indifferent	 to	 the	 courtly	 bows	 of	 the	 domesticated
Nubes	who	waited	upon	the	highest-ranking	members	of	the	coven,	the	valets	de
chamber,	and	Julius’s	handpicked	soldier	guards,	she	continued	on	her	trajectory
like	a	high-velocity	bullet.	As	the	direct	descendant	and	only	daughter	of	Kayne,
their	Father	and	the	first	of	their	kind,	she	demanded	the	coven’s	highest	respect,
even	if	she	didn’t	care	for	it.

Cole	stuck	close	to	Aislinn’s	side,	proximity	affording	him	some	protection
from	 their	 disdain	 and,	 hopefully,	 affording	 him	 coolness	 by	 association.	 He
sometimes	felt	like	the	illegitimate	bastard	who	had	gained	entrance	to	the	royal
court.	 But	 there	 was	 no	 denying	 his	 place	 beside	 Aislinn—well,	 more	 often
behind	her	since	it	was	extremely	hard	to	keep	up	with	her—despite	the	sneers
of	 the	Malums	 and	 other	 Sanguis	 vampires	 who	 considered	 themselves	 to	 be
better	than	him.

But	he	pulled	up	short	when	he	spied	Marcellus,	Julius’s	malicious	and	cruel
right-hand	Sanguis,	making	a	beeline	for	them	from	across	the	other	side	of	the
vast	entrance	hall.

Gulping,	 his	 throat	 suddenly	 dry,	 Cole	 excused	 himself	 hurriedly.	 “Sorry,
Aislinn,	you’re	on	your	own.	I	never	had	my	funeral,	and	I’d	like	to	keep	it	that
way.”

Aislinn	didn’t	bother	looking	around	or	slowing	her	pace	as	Cole	peeled	off
in	 the	 other	 direction.	 She	 crossed	 the	 foyer	 under	 the	 breathtaking,	 hand-cut
Swarovski	 chandelier,	 striding	 toward	 the	 reception	 desk	 manned	 by	 the



handsome,	Afro-Caribbean	Sanguis	concierge,	Usain.
She	knew	exactly	who	was	following	her,	whose	eyes	were	boring	into	her

back.
She	saw	everything.	It	was	a	gift	from	her	maker.
Before	 she	 had	 even	 stepped	 foot	 into	 the	 lobby,	 she	 knew	 of	 the	 six

exceptionally	strong	Sanguis	soldier	guards	from	their	scent.	She	knew	exactly
which	 vampires	 were	 absent	 from	 the	 manor	 house	 and	 which	 had	 spent	 the
night	hunting	together,	just	from	observing	the	empty	parking	spaces	and	petrol
fumes	in	the	underground	garage	and	the	blood	and	soil	sticking	to	the	soles	of
their	designer	leather	shoes	or	staining	a	starched	cuff	or	collar.	She	could	even
tell	that	the	pretty,	blond	fledgling	domestic	bringing	Sasha	a	glass	of	their	finest
South	Australian	 thirty-year-old	 had	 deliberately	 spat	 in	 it—but	 only	 after	 she
had	been	on	her	knees	pleasuring	him.

“Aislinn.”	The	harsh	bark	came	from	a	distance	behind	her,	carrying	across
the	marbled	foyer.	Marcellus	was	intent	on	slowing	her	down.

She	kept	walking.	He	was	such	a	damn	nuisance.
During	his	life	as	a	human,	Marcellus	had	been	a	Praetorian	Guard,	an	elite

unit	 of	 the	 Imperial	 Roman	 Army	 whose	 members	 served	 as	 personal
bodyguards	to	the	Roman	emperors.	He	had	been	handpicked	by	Julius	to	serve
as	his	personal	Pitbull	since	Marcellus	had	a	vicious	temperament	and	lacked	the
necessary	imagination	to	oppose	the	dictates	of	his	malevolent	sire.

But	 his	 cruelty	 ran	 to	 a	 spiteful	 envy	 of	 Aislinn	 since	 he	 was	 merely	 a
common	Sanguis,	despite	his	strength	and	superior	martial	skills,	while	she	was
one	 of	Kayne’s	 Twelve	 elect,	 his	 chosen	 disciple	 and	 the	 last	 to	 be	 turned	 by
their	creator	a	millennium	before.	The	only	female	firstborn	of	Kayne.

There	would	be	no	others.



H

CHAPTER	4

itching	up	her	long-sleeved,	linen	tunic	to	her	knees,	she	surged	forward,
running	as	fast	as	her	trembling	legs	would	carry	her.	Her	sides	heaved

as	she	dragged	in	lungfuls	of	air,	increasing	her	pace.
She	hated	them.	She	hated	them	all.	Every	one	of	them.
Momentarily,	the	soft	moon	glided	out	from	behind	the	oppressive,	dark	bank

of	concealing	clouds,	shrouding	the	undulating	hummock	of	fields	around	her	in
a	cold,	white	sheet,	and	lending	a	ghostly	luminescence	to	the	wattle-and-daub
circular	buildings	 that	 dotted	 the	 village.	Wind-driven	 rain	 lashed	at	 her	 face,
whipping	long	platinum	strands	into	her	eyes,	so	it	was	difficult	to	see	the	mud
path	cut	into	the	slope	in	front	of	her.

Yet	it	failed	to	slow	her	down.	She	used	the	back	of	her	free	hand	to	wipe	the
wet	hair	from	her	face	and	slogged	on.

Clutching	the	thick	rope	of	auburn	hair	wrapped	around	the	hilt	of	the	sharp
skean	in	her	frozen	hand,	she	began	the	difficult,	slippery	climb.	She	almost	felt
that	the	thick,	fiery	plait	was	the	only	thing	grounding	her	to	the	Earth.	For	three
days,	she	had	hovered	in	a	kind	of	limbo,	a	miasma	of	unending	grief	and	horror.

She	was	 awake	 now,	 but	 all	 seemed	 as	 a	 dream	within	 a	 dream,	 her	 only
lifeline	to	reality	clasped	tightly	within	her	numb	hand.

As	she	forged	upward,	she	stole	a	furious	glance	over	her	shoulder.
Far	below	her,	the	valley	was	silent.	The	boggy	peat	covered	all	manner	of

sins,	 but	 the	 dead	 still	 haunted	 those	 left	 behind.	 Hot	 tears	 of	 hatred	 and
vengeance	 cooled	 instantly	 as	 they	merged	with	 the	 rain,	 freezing	 on	 her	 pale



cheeks.
The	wind	cut	through	the	thick	material	of	her	léine.	Her	cloak	was	sodden,

weighing	her	down.	 It	 twined	about	her	 legs,	 tripping	her	up	continually.	Still,
she	plowed	on,	tearing	her	gaze	away	from	the	village	where	she	had	spent	all	of
her	small,	insignificant	life.

She	would	make	them	pay.
The	hill	rose	abruptly,	and	there,	above	her,	sharply	silhouetted	against	 the

pale	face	of	the	new	moon,	was	the	stone	roundhouse.
She	would	make	them	pay.
The	 mud	 sucked	 at	 her	 worn	 leather	 shoes,	 but	 she	 trudged	 on	 until	 she

crested	the	hill.	Time	held	no	meaning	for	her	now.	Only	the	urgency	to	do	the
deed	drove	her.

Flickering	 pinpricks	 of	 light	 were	 glowering	 at	 her	 through	 the	 eyehole
openings	 in	 the	 stonework,	 like	 the	 eyes	 of	 a	 demon.	 More	 light	 ominously
filtered	through	the	framework	of	the	wooden	door.

Bending	her	frail	body	to	her	will’s	intent,	she	hurried	along	the	path	with	as
much	speed	as	the	temperamental	weather	allowed,	approaching	silently	but	for
the	heaving	of	her	heart.

The	earth	gave	off	a	faint	glow,	marked	where	bird	and	beast	had	met	their
untimely	deaths.	No	grass	grew	here.	No	life	could	be	felt	beneath	the	scorched
soil.	 No	 earthworm	 nor	 gnat	 nor	 root	 nor	 seed.	 There	 was	 something	 else,
though.	 Something	 dark	 and	 ancient,	 like	 an	 evil	 at	 work	 she	 could	 not	 fully
comprehend.	The	same	evil	that	had	claimed	Sorcha’s	life.

It	was	time.	She	could	wait	no	longer.	She	could	bear	no	more.
She	must	breach	the	Druids’	stronghold	now	or	let	go	of	her	vengeance.
She	reached	out	and	pushed	her	hand	violently	against	the	door,	willing	it	to

open—and	met	 a	 barrier	 of	 impenetrable	wardings	 as	 her	 palm	made	 contact
with	the	wood.	Biting	back	a	sharp	cry,	she	cradled	her	hand	against	her	chest,
feeling	the	stinging	pain	as	if	she	had	touched	hot	coals	and	been	burned.

Something	stirred	inside	the	roundhouse.	Shadow	and	flame.
Danu	protect	me,	she	prayed	to	the	Goddess.
She	now	feared	to	go	in,	but	her	need	was	pressing.	Those	who	had	hurt	her



and	her	kin	deserved	to	die.
But	how?	She	could	not	enter.	The	way	was	barred	to	her.
Refusing	to	give	up,	she	pounded	on	the	door	with	both	fists,	uncaring	that

her	skin	hissed	and	sizzled	where	smooth	flesh	met	magical	wards.	In	response,
the	flames	inside	the	roundhouse	danced	through	the	gaps	in	wood	and	stone	as
if	alive	within	 the	roasting	pit	at	 its	center.	She	could	hear	strange	chanting	to
accompany	 her	 sobs	 of	 frustration,	 almost	 drowning	 them	 out.	 She	 saw	 the
shadows	leap	within	the	stones.

Twin	blades	of	fear	and	panic	stabbed	through	her	heart.
She	would	fail.	All	would	be	lost.	There	would	be	no	justice,	no	retribution.
Her	heart	leaped	at	the	gutting	thought	and	then	seemed	to	stop	altogether.
She	couldn’t	fail.
Heavy	 rain	 struck	 the	 stone	 like	 pebbles.	 The	wind	 increased	 and	 buffeted

her	thin	frame.	But	she	stood	firm,	pounding	on	the	door	with	all	her	might	and
will.

Surely,	it	must	open?
But	 then	 the	 plaited	 auburn	 hair	 in	 her	 clenched	 fist	 struck	 the	 warded

entrance	and,	like	a	key,	released	the	enchantment.	Blood	to	blood.
Tingling	with	awareness,	 everything	 seemed	 to	go	perfectly	 still	and	 silent.

Rain	and	wind	died,	the	raw	power	of	nature,	the	anger.
But	her	own	anger	did	not	die.	It	lit	anew.	Justice.	Vengeance.	These	fanned

the	flames	of	her	resolve.
From	somewhere	inside	the	roundhouse	came	the	sounds	of	movement.	The

wooden	barrier	abruptly	opened	to	the	circle	of	Druids	standing	within	a	ring	of
blood.	Black	feathers	from	the	strata	of	dead	birds	suddenly	vaporized	in	a	gust
of	air	drenched	with	 the	 smell	of	blood.	The	 flames	 roared	 in	 the	 roasting	pit,
reaching	up	toward	the	thatched	roof,	forcing	her	back	with	its	blistering	heat.

Her	voice	melted.	She	could	not	even	cry	out.
The	Druids!	Murderers!
She	reached	out	against	the	heat	of	the	flame,	raising	her	skean,	forcing	her

way	forward.
Then	 suddenly	 they	 vanished.	 Gone.	 And	 she	 was	 plunged	 into	 a	 thick,



pungent	darkness	devoid	of	time.
She	was	alone.
She	felt	a	sudden	hollow	blackness	inside.
Danu	Mother!	No!	Why?
She	had	failed.
The	double-edged	dagger	fell	from	nerveless	fingers,	the	fiery	braid	wrapped

around	its	hilt	splaying	on	the	ground.
“Forgive	me,	Sorcha!”	she	howled,	like	a	wounded	animal	in	the	darkness.

“I’m	sorry!	I’m	so	sorry!	I	tried!”

He	 watched	 her	 silently	 from	 the	 shadows.	 Motionless.	 Silent.	 He	 had	 been
watching	her	kind	for	millennia	and	would	be	watching	them	for	millennia	more.
That	was	his	curse.

There	was	nothing	he	had	not	seen	before,	and	nothing	had	the	capacity	to
surprise	him	or	bring	him	joy	or	sorrow	or	love.

For	he	was	wrath.
After	his	first	epoch	on	Earth,	a	hundred	human	generations,	he	had	reached

an	epiphany:	Ethan’s	children	were	a	plague,	a	pestilence.	They	went	forth	and
multiplied.	They	consumed	everything.	They	threatened	their	own	existence	and
that	of	other	species.	They	were	never	satisfied	with	their	human	condition.

And	yet—this	girl—
She	was	alone.	She	was	filled	with	grief	and	rage.	So	much	rage.	He	could

smell	 it	 on	 her,	 scenting	 her	 skin	 like	 a	 rare	 and	 exotic	 perfume.	His	 nostrils
flared,	inhaling	her	scent.	It	was	intoxicating.

He	could	so	easily	finish	her	where	she	crouched	upon	the	ground,	clutching
her	 dagger	 and	 the	 bright	 braid	 of	 hair	 like	 a	 talisman	 as	 she	 cried	 into	 the
darkness.	She	was	puny.	Weak.	He	could	put	her	out	of	her	human	suffering—

Or	he	could	fan	the	flames	of	her	wrath.



Her	head	snapped	up.	She	sensed	something	in	 the	darkness	watching	her	and
resisted	 the	 urge	 to	 lunge	 for	 the	 open	 door	 and	 its	 offer	 of	 freedom.	 The
shadowy	walls	of	the	roundhouse	were	as	dark	as	death,	and	the	place	was	eerily
ghost-quiet	except	for	her	shallow	breathing	and	the	pounding	of	her	heart.

Clutching	 her	 dagger	 tightly,	 she	 wheeled	 around	 to	 face	 the	 thing	 in	 the
darkness,	crouching	low.

“Child,”	his	deep,	sultry	voice	whispered.
Through	 some	 trick	 of	 shadow	 and	 light,	 his	 midnight-blue	 eyes	 shone

piercingly	 across	 the	 width	 of	 the	 round	 chamber,	 illuminated	 by	 some
extraordinary	power	that	emanated	from	within	the	man	himself.

Her	mind	shrieked	all	kinds	of	warnings,	but	for	some	inexplicable	reason,	it
was	impossible	for	her	to	make	the	slightest	sound	or	gesture	to	pull	away	from
his	commanding	presence.	A	prickling	sensation	shivered	down	her	back	as	the
hairs	on	her	neck	and	arms	raised,	giving	her	goosebumps	that	had	nothing	to
do	with	the	chilly	night	air.

Everything	seemed	to	slow	down,	as	if	time	trickled	by	like	the	drops	of	rain
that	 continued	 to	 drip	 down	 her	 chilled	 skin.	 She	 felt	 the	 strangest	 shock	 of
recognition	as	her	eyes	met	the	dark,	burning	gaze	of	the	shadowy	figure.	There
was	a	familiarity	in	the	look	they	exchanged,	as	if	their	eyes	had	met	thousands
of	times	previously.	The	man	stood	motionless,	untouched	by	darkness,	as	if	he
were	a	thing	of	darkness,	of	shadow	and	light,	as	if	he	were	both	there	and	not
there	at	the	same	time.

She	 returned	 his	 gaze—felt	 compelled	 to	 do	 so—and	 the	 merest	 hint	 of	 a
smile	flickered	across	his	inexpressibly	beautiful	alabaster	face.

“Do	not	be	afraid,	Aislinn,”	he	said.	She	shuddered	in	response	to	her	name
on	his	ruby	lips.	How	did	he	know?	Had	he	plucked	it	from	her	mind?

Gradually,	he	revealed	himself	as	if	releasing	the	shadows.
As	 he	 stepped	 forward,	 she	 had	 her	 first	 good	 look	 at	 him.	Ancient	 power

radiated	from	him.	He	was	extraordinarily	tall,	at	least	six-foot-five,	taller	than
even	the	twins,	Conor	and	Seamus,	considered	the	tallest	of	the	strapping	young
warriors	 of	 her	 clann	 and	 who	 were	 much	 sought	 after	 by	 the	 unmarried
maidens—and	not	only	for	their	martial	prowess.



Yet	this	man	was	so	much	more.	Bare	chested,	his	skin	glowed	as	pale	as	the
moon,	 muscles	 rippling	 with	 every	 movement	 he	 made.	 The	 black	 leather
braccae	hung	low	on	his	hips,	showing	the	deep	indentations	above	his	hipbones
as	 if	a	master	 sculptor	had	pressed	his	 fingers	 to	 the	 skin	 there	when	molding
him.

She	suddenly	felt	she	was	standing	in	the	presence	of	a	god	or	on	the	edge	of
holiness.	Her	heart	pounded	in	her	chest,	 like	a	hummingbird	caged.	The	dark
figure	was	unnaturally	still.	He	simply	stood	and	watched	and	waited.

“Are	you	Nuada	Silver	Arm?”	she	asked	hesitantly,	fidgeting	with	the	thick
auburn	braid	under	her	fingertips.

He	 laughed.	 It	 filled	 the	 chamber	 and	 echoed	 off	 the	 stones.	 His	 smile
stretched	 wide,	 and	 his	 teeth	 shone	 extremely	 white	 in	 the	 gloom	 of	 the
roundhouse.	“I	have	been	called	many	things,	child.	Most	of	the	old	names	have
been	 lost	 to	 time.	 You	 may	 see	 me	 as	 you	 wish.”	 His	 dark	 eyes	 flashed,
enthralling	her.	“Nuada	Silver	Arm,	king	of	 the	pagan	gods.	A	warrior	god.	A
god	of	wrath.	A	god	of	vengeance,	perhaps?	Tell	me,	Aislinn.	What	would	you
ask	of	this	deity?”

She	closed	her	eyes	and	breathed	in	deeply.	“Justice	for	my	sister.”
His	 response	 was	 icy,	 as	 if	 displeased	 by	 her	 words.	 “I	 don’t	 interfere	 in

human	justice.”
“I’m	not	asking	for	human	justice.	I	want	divine	justice.	I	want	them	to	pay

for	what	they’ve	done.	All	of	them.”	She	felt	her	anger	rising.
“What	 is	 divine	 justice,	 my	 child?”	 he	 asked.	 His	 voice	 was	 melodic	 and

seductive,	but	it	had	an	edge	to	it	that	could	have	cut	through	stone.	“An	eye	for
an	eye?	A	tooth	for	a	tooth?”

“Yes.”	She	clutched	her	skean	tighter	until	 it	hurt	her	hand,	unable	to	take
her	eyes	off	the	deity	who	was	smiling	slightly.

Moonlight	trickled	in	through	the	opening	in	the	thatched	roof	where	smoke
escaped	 when	 the	 fire	 in	 the	 roasting	 pit	 was	 lit.	 It	 gave	 the	 stranger	 an
otherworldly	look.	He	was	beautiful	and	terrifying.	His	skin	gleamed	unnaturally
white	in	the	moonlight.	It	had	the	patina	and	hard	shine	of	alabaster.	It	was	so
pale,	she	could	see	the	bluish	veins	underneath	like	striations	in	stone	or	marble



markings.
“I	can	grant	your	request,	Aislinn.	I	can	give	you	the	power	and	the	time	to

strike	down	your	enemies.”	His	blue	eyes	were	steady	in	the	darkness,	as	if	he
could	see	perfectly.	She	felt	naked	under	his	cool	scrutiny.	“Tell	me,	is	that	what
you	wish?”

She	met	his	eyes,	and	the	two	of	them	exchanged	a	long,	knowing	look	for	a
protracted,	silent	second.	It	was	the	longest	moment	of	her	life.

“Yes.”
In	an	instant,	he	was	beside	her,	a	blur	of	movement	 too	fast	 for	 the	eye	to

see.	She	whirled	sideways,	looking	up	in	dazed	awe.
Truly,	he	was	a	god.
He	 reached	 out	 and	 seized	 her	wrist.	 The	 pressure	was	 firm,	 his	 touch	 ice

cold.	But	he	did	not	hurt	her.	She	could	 feel	 the	 trip-hammer	of	her	pulse.	He
smiled	at	her	knowingly	and	brought	her	wrist	to	his	lips,	snaking	out	his	tongue
to	trace	along	the	vein,	a	long,	slow,	luscious	lick.

She	shivered.	Every	fiber	of	her	being	sparked	in	awareness.	Nerve	endings
flickered	to	life.

Danu	have	mercy!	She	almost	swooned	at	the	warm,	damp	pressure	building
in	her	loins.

She	 felt	 something	 streak	molten	 hot	 down	 her	 spine	 and	 shivered.	Desire
pooled	 in	 her	 belly.	 She	 was	 too	 innocent,	 too	 sheltered.	 She	 had	 never
experienced	 anything	 like	 this,	 despite	 growing	 up	 among	 the	 rutting	 animals
and	handsome,	virile	warriors	in	her	clann.

He	kissed	her	then.	His	lips	as	infinitely	gentle	as	the	fluttering	of	butterfly
wings	 against	 her	 own.	 He	 repeated	 the	 gesture	 just	 above	 her	 collarbone,
holding	her	in	his	tight	embrace.

It	was	not	a	romantic	kiss.	It	was	an	end.	And	a	beginning.
The	initial	pain	was	sudden	and	sharp,	fading	almost	instantly	to	a	dull	ache.

Worse	than	a	bee	sting.	Throbbing	like	the	time	she	had	sliced	her	hand	open	on
jagged	flint.

She	wanted	nothing	more	 than	 to	 flee	 from	 the	pain,	 to	pull	 back	 from	 the
sharpness	of	death,	but	she	had	no	control	over	herself	now.



A	 strange	 confusion	 and	 lassitude	 filled	 her	 mind	 and	 limbs.	 It	 seemed
somehow	 that	 the	world	was	drowning,	 the	night	 sky	rippling,	wavering	under
the	fading	stars.	The	new	moon	seemed	to	sway	and	undulate	in	the	endless	ebb
and	flow	of	time.	Her	head	fell	back	against	the	strong	muscle	of	her	tormentor’s
forearm,	and	the	wind	whipped	her	silvery	hair	into	a	frenzy.	It	was	as	if	the	two
of	them	were	ascending	from	the	Earth.

Cradled	in	his	strong	arms,	she	felt	like	she	was	falling	upward,	falling	into
the	 endless	 velvet	 darkness	 of	 the	night	 sky.	Briefly—and	 rather	 vaguely—she
remembered	 her	 sister’s	 face.	 Sorcha.	 Her	 soft	 gray	 eyes.	 Her	 bright	 auburn
hair.	Her	fiery	spirit.	Somehow,	she	still	managed	to	retain	hold	of	the	thick	plait
of	hair	in	her	hand.	She	had	a	distant,	hazy	recollection	of	being	comforted	after
a	nightmare	and	smiled	with	a	melancholy	happiness.	But	the	knowledge	passed
quickly	like	a	trick	of	the	light.

Around	her,	 the	 stars	winked	out	 one	by	one.	Then	nothing	 existed	but	 the
darkness	 of	 the	 void,	 nothing	 but	 an	 aching	 emptiness,	 a	 desolation—and	 an
obscene	rage.

From	parched	lips,	she	managed	to	say,	“You	are	not	Nuada	Silver	Arm.	You
are	Donn,	the	Lord	of	Death.”

He	removed	his	bloodstained	mouth	from	her	neck	to	mirror	her	anguish.	It
was	 there	 in	 the	 savagery	 of	 his	 obsidian	 eyes.	 They	 intensified	 to	 an	 inner
prison	where	he	remained	trapped	with	his	fury	and	desire	for	revenge.

He	 was	 a	 dark,	 dangerous	 vessel,	 a	 distorted	 image	 of	 endless	 rage.	 She
understood	now	what	he	offered	her.

Death.
She	raised	the	dagger	in	her	hand	to	plunge	it	into	his	pitiless	heart,	but	she

was	too	weak.	It	was	already	too	late.
She	struggled	to	regain	control.	She	would	not	die	without	trying.	Yet	she	had

no	strength	left.
But	he	did.
Winsomely,	 he	 smiled.	 Such	 a	 sweet	 smile	 in	 such	 a	 beautiful	 face.	But	 he

housed	the	blackest	of	souls.
As	 if	proving	his	cruelty,	he	raised	her	nerveless	hand	in	his,	wrapping	his



long,	pale	 fingers	around	hers,	 and	plunged	 the	 skean	 into	his	breast.	Viscous
black	blood	immediately	welled	up	and	oozed	from	the	wound.

Then,	gradually,	beneath	the	palest	skin	of	his	naked	chest,	an	extraordinary
symbol	began	 to	appear	on	his	 solid	pec	where	 the	dagger	 remained.	Faint	at
first,	a	mere	marbling	of	blood-blackness	that	pulsated	and	danced	in	a	strange
manner,	it	gathered	visibly	in	detail	and	then	faded,	appearing	and	disappearing
as	 it	 snaked	 its	way	around	 the	 flesh	 surrounding	 the	 skean.	As	 the	blackened
veins	 flowing	 under	 his	 bare	 white	 skin	 pulsed	 with	Medusa-like	 tendrils,	 the
flowering	symbol	that	he	was	condemned	by	God	confounded	the	eye.

The	Mark	of	Cain.
With	 the	 slightest	 movement,	 the	 merest	 pressure	 of	 sinew	 and	muscle,	 he

released	the	skean	and	pressed	her	lips	to	his	wound.	His	eyes	were	unblinking,
staring	out	at	her	with	enlarged	onyx-black	pupils	 that	made	her	 tremble	as	 if
she	could	feel	his	wrath	infecting	her.

She	drank	like	one	dying	of	 thirst,	her	body	racked	with	pain	but	also	with
the	will	to	survive.

And,	as	if	from	a	great	distance,	as	an	endless,	soundless	cry	of	terror	rose
within	her,	she	heard	him	speak	to	her.

“I	am	neither	of	your	pagan	gods.	 I	am	 the	giver	of	eternal	 life.	For	 I	am
Kayne.”



R

CHAPTER	5

eaching	 the	 reception	 desk,	 Aislinn	 smiled	 at	 the	 attractive	 concierge
whose	dark	 skin	 gleamed	with	 a	 rich	 bronze	 sheen	under	 the	 twinkling

crystals.	 “Hello,	 Usain.	 Have	 the	 renovations	 to	 my	 private	 quarters	 been
completed?”

“Good	 morning,	 Prima	 Aislinn.”	 Usain	 gave	 a	 slight	 bow	 as	 a	 sign	 of
respect,	 and	 the	dark	 red	Mark	of	Cain	on	his	 forehead	 flared	briefly.	As	 if	 in
acknowledgment,	Aislinn’s	obsidian	Mark	of	Cain	blazed.	“Your	private	suite’s
refurbishment	was	completed	during	the	last	full	moon,	but	Primus	Julius	felt	it
would	be	best	if	you	continued	to	hunt	at	your	leisure.”

Aislinn	knew	what	that	meant.	Julius	didn’t	want	her	disrupting	the	smooth
running	of	his	coven.	He	preferred	it	 if	she	stayed	away	from	the	manor	house
and	 didn’t	 interfere	 with	 those	 vampires	 from	 his	 dynastic	 line	 who	 blindly
worshipped	 him.	 Though,	 as	 an	 immortal,	 they	were	 unlikely	 ever	 to	 succeed
him—unless	he	met	with	 an	untimely	 end,	which,	 in	her	opinion,	wouldn’t	 be
much	of	a	tragedy.

“May	I	be	permitted	to	say	how	good	it	is	to	see	you	again	so	soon?”	Usain
asked	 with	 consideration.	 “I	 trust	 that	 the	 temporary	 accommodation	 was
adequate?”

Aislinn	 gave	 a	 satisfied	 nod.	 Adequate,	 yes.	 Comfortable,	 no.	 Vampire
safehouses	 were	 not	 built	 with	 comfort	 in	 mind.	 But	 Usain	 had	 managed	 to
ensure	she	was	kept	well	stocked	with	her	favorite,	locally	produced	vintage	and
abreast	 of	 all	 the	 news	 of	 the	 broader	 powerplays	 and	 diva	 dramas	 she’d



managed	to	escape.	Thankfully,	some	members	of	the	coven	still	had	her	back.
“Thank	you,	Usain.”
Usain	threw	a	dark-eyed	glance	over	her	shoulder	as	he	passed	her	an	ornate

brass	key.	He	 lowered	his	voice	 to	 just	below	the	reach	of	sharp	vampire	ears,
knowing	 her	 hearing	 was	 extraordinarily	 acute.	 “As	 requested,	 we	 have
upgraded	 security	 to	 your	 private	 rooms.	 I	 believe	 you	 will	 find	 it	 most
satisfactory.”

Aislinn	exchanged	a	secret	smile	with	the	concierge,	accepting	her	new	key
from	his	outstretched	hand.

“For	 you,”	 she	 murmured,	 placing	 a	 unique,	 gold	 coin	 on	 the	 counter.	 It
gleamed	under	the	light	from	the	chandelier.	The	claret	blood	drop	suspended	in
amber	 in	 the	center	of	 the	 flat,	golden	 ring	attested	 to	 its	authenticity.	 It	was	a
pure	Aurum	Julius.

“You	are	 far	 too	generous,	Prima	Aislinn,”	he	 said	and	met	her	 eyes.	 “But
there	are	rules—”

Aislinn	stared	at	Usain	for	a	moment,	never	dropping	her	eyes	from	his	dark,
knowing	 gaze.	 Rules	 were	 meant	 to	 be	 broken.	 Her	 bright	 blue	 eyes	 were
unblinking,	intense,	and	focused.

An	agreement	was	reached.
Pocketing	the	valuable	coin,	Usain	bowed	again	and	then	continued	calmly,

“Ah.	It	seems	you	are	being	hailed,	Prima	Aislinn.”
Wordlessly,	Aislinn	calmly	straightened	up	and	turned	around.	She	stared	at

the	livid	Sanguis	soldier	guard	striding	toward	her,	and	she	braced	herself	for	the
confrontation	to	come.	This	was	going	to	be	fun.

“Aislinn.”	Marcellus’s	deep	voice	held	intense	anger.	She	had	ignored	him,
and	his	 fragile	ego	did	not	 like	 that	one	bit.	He	reached	out,	gripping	her	arm,
and	 his	 tone	 became	 a	 snarl	 as	 he	 bared	 his	 teeth.	 “Julius	 wants	 to	 see	 you.
Now.”

“Let	go	of	my	arm,”	she	said,	staring	at	him	with	a	hard	expression.	Usain
had	 never	 heard	 her	 use	 that	 tone	 before,	 and	 he	 shuddered	 at	 its	 restrained
violence,	even	though	it	wasn’t	directed	at	him.	“Be	careful.	Don’t	give	me	an
excuse	to	kill	you,	Marcellus.	You	don’t	want	to	end	up	like	Orlando.”



He	 hesitated	 for	 a	moment	 and	 then	 let	 go	 of	 her	 arm	with	 a	 filthy	 look.
Retracting	 his	 incisors	 into	 his	 gums,	 he	 repeated	 his	 request.	 “Primus	 Julius
requests	that	you	join	him	immediately.”

Aislinn’s	response	was	to	raise	one	pale	eyebrow.
Marcellus’s	fists	were	clenched	by	his	side	as	he	was	forced	to	acknowledge

her	 superior	 status.	 Bowing,	 though	 the	 gesture	 was	 a	 little	 short	 of	 being
deferential,	he	added,	“Prima	Aislinn.”

She	swept	regally	in	front	of	him.	“Come	along	then.	Cole,	you	too.”
Whimpering	filled	the	air	from	the	other	vampire	as	he	fell	into	step	beside

Marcellus.	“Why,	Vlad?	Why	couldn’t	I	have	been	reborn	a	werewolf	instead	of
a	vampire?	Or	a	wereraven?	I	would	have	made	a	great	wereraven.	I	like	birds.	I
wrote	a	poem	about	a	nightingale	once.”

“Cole,”	Aislinn	warned	amicably.	She	seemed	to	be	enjoying	herself	a	hell	of
a	lot	more	than	the	situation	called	for.	“Bite	your	tongue,	or	you’ll	be	sipping
your	next	meal	through	a	straw.”

Aislinn	set	a	cracking	pace,	and	even	with	the	enhanced	agility	of	vampires,	the
others	found	it	difficult	to	keep	up.	Cole	thought	it	was	probably	not	a	good	idea
to	 complain	 of	 having	 a	 stitch	 in	 his	 side	 and	 feeling	winded,	 as	Aislinn	was
likely	 to	 take	his	head	off.	Marcellus,	on	 the	other	hand,	 felt	 that	since	he	was
forced	 to	walk	behind	Prima	Aislinn	 as	 a	 sign	of	 respect,	 he	 could	pretend	he
wasn’t	being	outclassed	by	a	girl.

They	 marched	 through	 the	 manor	 house,	 moving	 as	 one	 through	 the
labyrinthine	galleries,	down	the	secured	passageways	and	stone	stairwells,	until
they	 reached	 the	 long	 corridor	 heading	 toward	 the	 Inner	 Sanctum.	During	 the
day,	this	part	of	the	manor	house	was	a	silent	tomb,	empty	save	for	the	Sanguis
security	guards	who	continued	their	regular	patrols.

Darius,	one	of	the	Sanguis	guards	on	duty	who	stood	flanking	the	entrance,
snapped	to	attention	as	he	saw	the	formidable	group	approach.	He	was	a	young
vampire,	dressed	in	a	chainmail	and	leather	uniform	with	a	long	javelin	braced	in



his	right	hand	and	a	well-sheathed,	wickedly	sharp	gladius	on	his	opposite	hip.
His	reddish-gold	hair	fell	 to	his	shoulders	from	beneath	the	Celtic-style	helmet
he	wore,	which	also	covered	his	habitual	expression	of	friendly	openness.

“Prima	Aislinn,”	he	greeted	her	with	as	much	ceremony	as	possible.
To	his	left,	the	other	Sanguis	personal	guard,	Varya,	whose	Czechoslovakian

origins	 showed	 in	 her	 facial	 features—the	 round	 shape	 of	 her	 face,	 her	 high
cheekbones,	and	dominant	forehead—rolled	her	pale	blue	eyes.	Not	in	disrespect
for	Aislinn	but	in	mockery	of	her	comrade.	She	had	trained	with	Aislinn	under
Caleb	 and	 could	 claim	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	 few	 vampires	 the	 daughter	 of	 Kayne
could	call	a	friend.

Varya’s	nostrils	 flared	as	Aislinn	approached,	 and	deliberately	provocative,
she	had	 the	nerve	 to	 state	 in	 front	of	Marcellus,	“Vlad’s	blood,	Aislinn,	where
the	hell	have	you	been?	I’ve	missed	my	sparring	partner	this	past	lunar	cycle.”

Aislinn	laughed,	the	tinkling	sound	echoing	down	the	vast	corridor.	Replying
to	the	badass	female	warrior,	she	said,	“In	a	hurry	to	get	our	ass	kicked,	are	we?”

“If	there’s	going	to	be	any	ass	kicking	around	here,	it’ll	be	me	kicking	your
scrawny	butt.	You	may	be	all	that,	Prima	Aislinn,”	Varya	drew	out	the	word,	her
tone	sardonic,	“but	you	ain’t	got	what	it	takes	to	take	me	down.”

“Ooh,	bring	it	on,”	Aislinn	said.	“Better	put	your	money	where	your	mouth
is.”

Throughout	 their	 bantering,	 Marcellus	 glowered	 at	 them	 both.	 His	 fists
clenched	impotently	by	his	side.	He	would	have	liked	nothing	better	than	to	slap
Varya	 across	 her	 silly,	 round	 face	 for	 her	 insubordination,	 but	 he	 couldn’t.	He
couldn’t	do	anything	while	Aislinn	protected	her.	And	so	he	stood	there,	fuming.

“Prima	Aislinn,”	Darius	hesitantly	offered.	“Do	you	wish	for	me	to	announce
your	arrival?”

“No	need.	I	can	do	it	myself.”
She	 strode	 forward	 and	 threw	 open	 the	 double	 oak	 doors	 before	 anyone

could	stop	her.	The	colossal	figure	at	the	end	of	the	great	hall	looked	up,	and	the
dull	fire	of	his	debauchery	blazed	coldly	behind	pale	eyes.

Aislinn’s	lips	twisted	into	a	mocking	smile.	“Hello,	brother.”



Primus	Julius	leaned	heavily	against	the	back	of	the	throne-like	chair,	watching
from	 narrowed,	 displeased	 eyes	 as	 Aislinn	 strode	 into	 the	 Inner	 Sanctum
unannounced.	He	let	the	human	offering	drop	carelessly	from	his	grip,	toppling
to	the	floor	at	his	feet—a	broken,	bloody	thing,	tangled	in	bowels	that	dribbled
on	 the	mosaic	 floor,	 leaving	 glossy,	 ruby-red	 stains	 over	 images	 of	 an	 ancient
Roman	big-game	hunt.

The	Head	of	the	London	Coven	indifferently	wiped	away	the	blood	slavering
down	his	square	chin	with	the	back	of	his	hand	and	fixed	a	severe	glare	on	his
right-hand	personal	guard,	Marcellus.

Marcellus’s	 throat	 worked	 nervously.	 He	 sweated	 under	 the	 Primus’s
demanding	gaze.	Julius	knew	that	his	vindictive	former	Praetorian	Guard	would
not	 allow	 this	 insult	 to	 go	 unpunished,	 and	 he	 briefly	wondered,	 but	with	 the
greatest	apathy,	which	member	of	Aislinn’s	cohort	would	be	the	one	to	suffer	his
spite.

“Indulging	 again,	 brother?	Weren’t	 you	 ever	 taught	 not	 to	 play	 with	 your
food?”	Aislinn	 taunted	 him.	 She	 did	 not	 fear	 him.	Even	when	 he	 picked	 up	 a
fingerbone	from	a	past	meal	to	use	as	a	toothpick	and	cleaned	his	teeth,	making
Cole	flinch	as	he	watched	Julius’s	every	movement.

Aislinn	was	 used	 to	 Julius’s	 excesses.	He	 preferred	 his	meals	 fresh,	 rather
than	served	from	blood	bags	and	vacutainers.	Perhaps	he	was	archaic	that	way,
but	he	did	like	the	old	ways.	In	everything.

Julius	 flashed	 across	 the	 Inner	Sanctum	 in	 a	 dark	 blur	 and	 stopped	 just	 an
inch	away	from	her,	close	enough	that	she	was	able	to	look	him	directly	in	the
eye.	 Despite	 being	 of	 average	 height	 for	 an	 ancient	 Roman,	 he	 held	 an	 ugly,
ruthless	authority.	A	feral	hyperactivity	exuded	from	him.

Aislinn	didn’t	flinch.	But	the	others	infinitesimally	backed	away.	Julius	was
dangerous	 and	 changeable	 in	 his	 moods.	 The	 others	 feared	 his	 unpredictable
nature.

“Ah,	dear	sister.”	Julius	smiled	at	her	with	hard,	darkly	glittering	eyes.	His
tongue	snaked	around	his	lips,	licking	off	the	remaining	blood.	It	was	a	gesture



to	intimidate.	Then,	casually	walking	away	from	her	back	to	his	huge	chair,	he
clicked	his	fingers,	commanding,	“Come	join	me,	Aislinn,	in	a	bite.	You	must	be
hungry.	Darius,	bring	in	a	live	one.”

As	the	timid	soldier	guard	was	about	to	rush	off	to	collect	a	human	from	the
Feasting	Room,	 an	 underground	 dungeon	where	 Julius	 kept	 his	 fresh	 stock	 of
human	 cattle	 for	 slaughter,	Aislinn	 stopped	him.	 “I’ve	 fed.	Twice	 tonight.	But
thank	you.”

His	nostrils	flared.
Yes,	 he	 could	 smell	 her	 energy,	 the	warmth	 flowing	 from	 her	 skin,	 like	 a

bitch	 in	 heat.	 He’d	 hoped	 that	 she	 had	 fasted,	 as	 was	 her	 habit.	 If	 she	 had
abstained	from	the	necessary	three-day	feed,	then	she	would	have	been	weaker,
slower,	perhaps	even	more	malleable	to	his	will.

But	it	was	not	to	be.
“Ah.	Pity.	Such	a	shame.”	Julius	gave	a	sad,	dramatic	sigh.	“I	thought	of	you

when	 I	ordered	my	 latest	 stock	of	 Irish	Drumkeeragh	 twenty-year-olds.	 I	 can’t
say	they’re	quite	as	good	as	the	sixteen-year-old	vintage,	but	they	do	have	a	nice
peaty,	smoky	flavor.”

Julius	was	deliberately	taunting	her	with	 the	memory	of	her	beloved	sister,	but
Aislinn	refused	to	rise	to	the	bait.	She	knew	all	his	tricks	and	his	games	and	his
lies.	After	 a	 thousand	years	of	 sibling	 rivalry,	 there	was	very	 little	 she	did	not
know	 about	 her	 big	 brother.	 Middle	 children	 were	 always	 the	 most	 insecure,
attention-seeking,	and	demanding	showoffs.	Hence,	 the	continual	fighting.	In	a
family	of	twelve	children,	it	was	always	a	bloodbath.

Despite	 the	 provocation,	 Aislinn	 managed	 to	 retain	 control,	 her	 eyes
remained	a	clear,	bright	blue.	She	tossed	back	her	pale	blonde	hair	and	spun	in	a
quick	 circle,	 her	 eyes	 sweeping	 the	 chamber,	 taking	 it	 all	 in	 with	 one	 rapid
glance.	“I	love	what	you’ve	done	with	the	place.”

A	sanctuary	of	moonlight	and	wonder	for	 the	elite	members	of	 the	London
Coven,	 the	 Inner	 Sanctum’s	 walls	 were	 lined	 with	 African	 ebony	 wood,



decorated	 with	 black	 and	 gold	 designs	 that	 included	 the	 figures	 of	 a	 Viking
warrior	standing	opposite	a	Roman	soldier,	set	against	background	scenes	from
ancient	Roman,	Celtic,	 and	Viking	 times.	 It	was	a	 reminder	of	 Julius’s	origins
and	provided	a	history	of	their	coven.

The	Inner	Sanctum	was	the	oldest	part	of	the	manor	house,	built	over	Roman
fortifications.	 The	 stone-faced	 building	 contained	 six	 bays	 with	 stepped
buttresses	between	them.	The	high	cornices	of	the	parapet	sported	gargoyles	and
other	demonic	carvings	 that	might	have	passed	for	a	Gothic	church	but	for	 the
faint	miasma	of	something	unholy	within.

Inside	the	great	hall,	the	timber	roof	spanned	its	enormous	length.	But	under
its	row	of	gas	lantern	pendants	that	bathed	the	chamber	in	pools	of	golden	light,
it	was	like	something	out	of	a	crime	scene.

Blood	 splattered	 the	 walls	 and	 floors,	 leaving	 similar	 stains	 to	 the	 sky’s
brilliant	 afterglow	 like	 a	 volcanic	 eruption	 during	 sunset.	 Flies	 buzzed	 around
the	rotting	corpses,	already	crawling	on	the	abandoned	feast	Julian	had	drained
on	their	arrival.

Mounds	of	dead	bodies	dotted	the	room,	piled	high	with	more	rotting	flesh
and	bones,	hundreds	of	 them	lining	 the	walls,	 skulls	staring	blankly	from	their
hollows	where	eyes	used	 to	be.	Speechless	now,	because	 they	had	no	 tongues,
nor	lips,	nor	lids,	nor	life.

The	 smell	 of	 rotting	 flesh,	 of	 congealed	 blood	 and	 sweat	 and	 vomit,	 of
mortality,	made	her	want	to	gag.	If	she	felt	the	shiver	down	her	spine,	she	did	not
show	 it.	Nor	 did	 she	 cast	 her	 eyes	 away	 from	 the	knowing	 silent	 sneers,	 their
humorless	grins	as	Julius	had	hoped	she	would.	Despite	Cole’s	soft	whimpering,
she	held	her	ground.

“You	dare!”
A	huge	fist	slammed	down	in	sudden	anger	on	the	arm	of	the	chair,	making

Cole	squeal	loudly	in	fright.	He	was	ignored	by	all,	as	Julius	shot	upright	to	face
his	sister.	“You	who	turn	on	your	own	kind!	One	of	my	best	guards!”

“Don’t	 be	 a	 hypocrite,”	Aislinn	 calmly	 said.	 “You’ve	 given	 orders	 to	 hunt
down	and	kill	our	own	kind.”

He	 dismissed	 her	 words	 with	 a	 wave	 of	 his	 imperious	 hand.	 “Traitors.



Loonies.	Those	who	would	disparage	our	name	and	 insult	our	noble	heritage.”
He	gave	a	fierce,	sharp	cry,	mercurial	and	dangerous.	The	others	cringed	before
his	 temper.	 “But	 Orlando	 was	 not	 of	 this	 breed,	 and	 you	 have	 deprived	 this
coven	of	another	of	our	best	warriors.”

“He	was	in	my	private	quarters,	and	he	touched	me	without	my	permission.”
Aislinn’s	face	was	a	mask	of	innocence.

“Don’t	 give	 me	 that	 eternal	 feminist	 crap!”	 Julius’s	 dark	 eyes	 flashed	 his
frustration,	turning	onyx	black.	His	voice	was	tense	with	anger.

Beside	her,	Varya	stiffened,	and	Aislinn	warned,	“Be	careful,	Julius.	Some	of
the	 younger	Malums	 are	 itching	 to	 start	 a	 revolution.	 You	 don’t	 want	 to	 give
them	the	excuse	to	do	so.”

Julius	stared	back	at	her,	and	she	wondered	what	thoughts	passed	behind	that
cruel	 façade.	 “This	 is	 an	 outrage!	 You	 killed	 one	 of	 our	 most	 experienced
fighters,	 and	 yet,	 as	 the	 only	 direct	 female	 descendant	 of	 our	 sire,	 you	 are
exempt	from	punishment!”

Words	burst	from	Marcellus’s	lips.	“I	would	have	her	suffer	the	same	death
as	Orlando.	He	was	a	good	soldier.”

Varya	 sniggered.	 Despising	 Marcellus’s	 ambition,	 she	 mocked	 him,	 “And
who’s	going	to	carry	that	out?	You?”

He	hissed	in	response,	his	long,	tapered	fangs	descending.	“I’ll	destroy—”
“Silence,	 fools!”	 roared	 Julius.	He	walked	 toward	 them,	 unrecognizable	 in

his	 wrath.	 He	 looked	 at	 Varya	 and	Marcellus	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 his	 expression
blank	and	cool.	“You	didn’t	just	interrupt	me,	did	you?	Please	tell	me	you	didn’t
just	bark	like	junkyard	dogs	in	my	presence.”

“Primus	 Julius,”	 Marcellus	 blurted	 out,	 kneeling	 before	 his	 sire.	 “Forgive
me.”

“Of	 course,”	 Julius	 said	 calmly.	Then	he	pulled	back	his	 leg	 and	viciously
kicked	his	personal	guard	hard	in	the	face.	The	crunch	of	cartilage	was	heard	as
Marcellus’s	 nose	 shattered	 and	 the	 faithful	 Sanguis	 fell	 back	 in	 a	 pool	 of
congealed	 blood,	 surrounded	 by	 Julius’s	 human	 victims.	 “Don’t	 interrupt	 me
again!”	The	harshness	of	his	voice	was	laced	with	manic	fury.

Varya	watched	the	head	of	the	coven	warily,	hating	him,	hating	that	she	was



assigned	 to	his	personal	guard.	 Irrational	 thoughts	assailed	her—she	wanted	 to
attack	him,	to	slam	her	fist	into	Julius’s	chest	and	drive	it	home—but	the	look	on
Julius’s	face	was	enough	to	ram	a	stake	of	fear	through	her	heart.	Now	was	not
the	time.	She	dropped	her	eyes,	feigning	defeat	and	devotion.

But	Julius	was	done	with	the	underlings.	No	more	frenzied	energy.	No	more
sneering	indifference.	He	had	his	eyes	fixed	on	Aislinn.	“Tell	me,	Aislinn.	Is	it
your	 goal	 in	 eternal	 life	 to	 piss	me	off	 until	 I	 slice	 your	 veins	 open	 and	drain
your	purest	blood,	one	drop	at	a	time?”

Wordlessly,	Aislinn	held	his	stare,	nice	and	calm.	Julius	was	batshit	crazy.
Julius	leaned	forward	to	look	Aislinn	directly	in	the	eye.	“Do	you	have	any

idea	what	you’ve	done?	Well,	do	you?	You	decapitated	one	of	my	finest	soldiers
with	dental	floss!	With	dental	floss!	It	shouldn’t	even	be	possible!	What	vampire
does	that?”

Aislinn	 tilted	 her	 head	 in	 consideration.	Then	 she	 shrugged	 like	 she	 didn’t
care,	and	it	was	a	trivial	issue.	“I	agree,	it	was	a	mistake.	Plain	wax	would	have
done	just	fine.	I	don’t	like	the	taste	of	mint.”

“Leave	 us!”	 Julius	 belted	 out	 of	 fuming	 lungs.	 His	 tone	 had	 the	 others
making	a	beeline	for	the	exit.	He	turned	toward	her,	fury	radiating	off	him	like
steam,	the	storm	brewing	in	his	eyes	as	they	enlarged	to	jet	black.	“Enough!	Let
us	settle	this	once	and	for	all!”

Aislinn	 preferred	 him	 in	 this	 mood.	 Enraged,	 Julius	 was	 predictable.	 His
anger	controlling	him	rather	than	the	other	way	around.	And	who	knew	what	he
would	do	when	his	anger	was	banked?	No,	this	was	better.	She	would	rather	see
the	attack	coming	than	cloaked	in	shadows.

“That’s	a	tall	order,”	she	said,	looking	around	for	another	chair.	Vlad’s	teeth!
What	had	Julius	done	with	all	 the	chairs?	She	could	hardly	sit	on	a	mound	of
rotting	 corpses	 or	 the	 blood-soaked	 floor.	 Even	 Brian	 wasn’t	 that	 good	 at
producing	 spotless	miracles,	 despite	 black	 leather	 being	 quite	 forgiving	 on	 all
manner	of	stains.	But	she’d	strained	her	relations	with	the	Cleaner	enough	after
Orlando’s	demise	in	her	private	quarters,	so	she	decided	to	remain	standing.	“It’s
not	like	you	can	kill	me,	brother.	I	mean,	you	can	try,	but	I	don’t	take	kindly	to
assassination	attempts.	Ask	Orlando.	Oh,	that’s	right.	He’s	dead.”



Julius’s	eyes	had	taken	on	a	hectic	obsidian	shine	again.
She	smiled	knowingly.	“Look,	brother,	I	 think	we	should	just	postpone	this

discussion	until	the	Rapture.”



A

CHAPTER	6

dark	laugh	echoed	through	the	chamber,	weaving	itself	around	the	beams
and	stone	statues,	filling	all	the	nooks	and	crannies	like	an	insidious	wind

with	 a	 whisper	 of	 great	 and	 ancient	 power.	 The	 temperature	 in	 the	 chamber,
which	had	already	been	bitingly	cold,	plunged	crisply.	In	a	fleeting	moment	of
eternity,	impenetrable	darkness	surrounded	the	figure.

Startled,	 the	 two	 vampires	 peered	 into	 the	 gloom,	which	 they	 should	 have
been	able	to	see	into	with	their	extraordinary	night	vision,	but	they	saw	nothing.
Then	 a	 pair	 of	 midnight-blue	 eyes	 leaped	 out	 of	 the	 darkness,	 followed	 by	 a
blinding	blur	of	movement.

From	the	dark	shadows,	he	emerged,	exuding	power	and	a	radiant	beauty.
“Father!”	Aislinn	exclaimed,	running	toward	him.	Her	final	steps	ended	with

her	 launching	 herself	 at	 him,	 her	 hair	 rippling	 behind	 her	 like	 moonlight	 on
water	as	he	caught	her	to	him.

“Moonflower.”	His	term	of	endearment	made	Julius	scowl,	but	he	continued
to	stroke	Aislinn’s	silky,	waist-length	hair.

“Sire.”	Julius	bowed	correctly.	“We	are	humbled	by	your	presence.”
Inwardly,	Kayne	sighed.	Julius	could	be	such	a	stiff	at	times.	“Julius.”
A	tension	pervaded	 the	chamber.	Julius	sensed	 it	but	could	not	explain	and

did	not	 like	 it.	For	an	 instant,	he	 felt	 like	a	 trespasser.	His	eyes	narrowed	with
suspicion.	A	spark	of	concern	flared	briefly	inside	him,	somewhere	deep	down.
Then	Kayne	set	Aislinn	aside,	removing	her	from	his	proximity.	But	the	strange
feeling	had	ignited	and	continued	to	smolder.



Julius	started	pacing	the	chamber,	stepping	over	and	around	the	cadavers	and
bones.	A	manic	energy	exuded	from	him,	though	his	tone	was	reasonable.	“Sire,
I	 humbly	 beseech	 you	 to	 give	 me	 leave	 to	 restrain	 your	 daughter.	 In	 her
obsessive	 and	 blind	 pursuit	 of	 revenge,	 she	 continually	 exposes	 our	 race	 to
danger.	 She	 takes	 her	 quest	 too	 far.	 The	 human	 hunters	 are	 almost	 on	 our
doorstep.	 Time	 and	 again,	 we	 have	 cleaned	 up	 her	 mess.	 Your	Moonflower,”
Julius	spat	the	nickname	out	as	if	it	contaminated	his	mouth,	“would	bring	us	to
extinction.	She	has	betrayed	her	own	kind	in	killing	one	of	our	best	warriors	and
is	negligent	in	her	duty.	A	thousand	years	and	she	has	but	two—two—progeny.
And	 one	 a	 cringing	 half-wit.	 As	 your	 direct	 descendant	 and	 as	 a	Malum,	 she
must	turn	more	humans.”	At	this,	Julius	mumbled	in	resentment,	“It	is	not	as	if
she	must	spawn	them	from	her	loins.”

Aislinn	 looked	affronted,	but	Kayne	only	 laughed.	 It	was	utterly	devoid	of
humor.

While	he	had	given	his	sons	the	directive	to	propagate	the	species—choosing
them	 as	 his	 elect,	 his	 disciples,	 to	 spit	 in	 the	 face	 of	 God—Aislinn	 had	 been
different.	His	twelfth	disciple	had	been	chosen	to	share	his	rage,	his	craving	for
revenge.	And	yet,	there	had	always	been	more	to	her	turning.

He	felt	 the	shiver	of	something	half	remembered	stir	in	the	cloudy	recesses
of	his	mind—

Pinpoints	of	flame	flickered	in	the	dusk,	each	one	so	small,	so	insignificant.	Yet
the	 warm	 glow	 of	 the	 fire	 was	 the	 only	 thing	 to	 light	 the	 looming	 darkness
around	 him.	A	 chill	 pervaded	 the	 air.	 The	 cold	 twilight	 slipped	 over	 the	 stone
buildings	and	through	the	temples,	settling	around	his	bare	arms	and	feet.	But	it
didn’t	permeate	his	skin,	nor	did	it	bother	him	in	the	slightest.

“Is	there	any	way	to	grow	colder	when	you’re	already	like	that	of	stone?”	he
whispered	softly,	talking	to	the	demons	of	his	past.

Memories	 escaped	 him,	 and	 try	 as	 he	might,	 nothing	 of	 sustenance	would
form.



Long,	 platinum-blonde	 hair	 and	 a	 warm	 smile.	 A	 soft,	 loving	 laugh.	 The
feeling	 of	 being	 smooshed	 between	 two	 warm	 bodies,	 his	 forehead	 pressed
against	 a	 comforting	 shoulder	 in	 a	 light	 that	 would	 outshine	 the	 largest	 fire
possible.

“But	who	are	they?”	Cain	stood	and	walked	down	the	dusty	trail	that	led	to
the	 nearest	 village.	 Around	 him	 stretched	 the	 open	 cultivated	 fields	 of	 the
Mesopotamian	Plain.	Life	was	 lonely,	 and	with	nothing	more	 than	 fragmented
memories	and	a	burning	anger	inside	of	him,	he	had	little	to	lose	by	forfeiting	it.

“And	 yet—”	 He	 chuckled	 low	 in	 his	 chest	 and	 stopped	 outside	 of	 a
settlement,	the	herdsmen	returning	their	cattle	to	their	fold	at	night,	goatherders
scattered	 around	 the	 various	 fires	 like	 shadows	moving	 around	 to	 keep	warm.
“Death	will	not	accept	me.”

A	 beautiful	 adolescent	 girl	 bounded	 down	 the	 path	 past	 him,	 a	 strapping
youth	in	chase	of	her.	The	young	male	bumped	into	Cain	and	lifted	his	hands.

“Sorry,	sir.”	The	youth	turned	his	face	toward	him	and,	in	a	frozen	moment,
was	caught	by	Cain’s	midnight-blue	eyes.	Then	 it	was	over,	as	 if	his	heart	had
started	after	missing	a	beat.

Cain	nodded	and	turned	to	follow	them.	He’d	been	alone	for	far	too	long	and
had	yet	to	figure	out	how	to	turn	one	of	God’s	creatures	to	echo	his	own	likeness.

And	why	am	I	different?	Where	does	this	fury	come	from?
The	 sound	of	 laughter	and	merriment	drew	him	 in.	The	others	around	him

weren’t	 consumed	with	hatred	and	 rage.	 It	didn’t	 seem	 that	anyone	he	had	yet
encountered	had	felt	the	urgency	to	drink	blood	to	cure	themselves.

“Am	 I	 the	 only	 infected	 one?”	 He	 paused	 as	 white-hot	 passion	 blazed
through	the	center	of	his	chest.	He	could	feel	 the	old	wound	flare	up	painfully,
never	 quite	 healing.	 Eyes	 cast	 upward,	 he	 growled	 low	 and	menacingly.	 “You
create	me	to	be	alone?	Why?	What	have	I	done	to	you?”

“Sir?”	 The	 girl’s	 melodious	 voice	 brought	 him	 back	 from	 his	 one-sided
conversation	with	the	God	of	Heaven.	She	seemed	to	hesitate,	her	uncertainty	yet
willingness	 to	 assist	 in	 her	warm	 brown	 eyes.	 She	 looked	 as	 if	 she	would	 say
more,	but	the	moment	that	was	so	fragile	broke.

“No.	 I	 am	not	 human.”	He	 narrowed	 his	 eyes	 and	 reached	 her	 before	 the



pretty	 young	 thing	 could	 utter	 another	 word	 or	 even	 call	 for	 help.	 His	 teeth
elongated,	fangs	snapping	into	place,	and	he	pressed	himself	to	the	front	of	her
sweet-scented	body,	praying	to	receive	even	a	small	fraction	of	the	warmth	and
innocence	racing	through	her.

But	deep	down,	he	knew.	Drinking	the	blood	of	others	would	never	cure	him
of	the	poison	that	raced	through	his	veins,	and	he	would	never	find	another	like
himself	in	all	of	eternity.

He	had	scoured	the	ends	of	the	Earth.	From	end	to	end,	his	stride	tore	down
the	stars	and	night	sky	as	he	searched	for	another	in	the	darkness	of	his	mind’s
eye.	The	darkness	consumed	him	wholly,	fueling	his	senseless,	restless	hatred.

There	was	no	other.	Only	he.	Alone	in	all	the	worlds.
No.	No	more.	If	the	God	in	Heaven	shall	not	hear	my	plea	for	a	companion,

then	I	shall	make	one.
The	 sound	 of	 the	 girl’s	 heart	 stopping	 caused	 him	 to	 yell	 in	 frustrated,

powerless	angst.	He	flung	her	limp	body	across	the	empty	expanse	and	lifted	his
face	to	the	sky	as	blood	dripped	down	his	chin.

“Then	I	shall	make	one!”	he	screamed	at	the	heavens.
The	truth	of	his	decision	felt	right.	Ordained.	Intended.
By	whom,	he	had	no	clue.	Nor	did	he	give	a	fuck.
Loneliness	had	seen	 the	end	of	 its	day	where	he	was	concerned.	He	would

create	in	his	own	image	and	become	the	father	of	a	nation.	He	would	belong	as
the	rightful	leader	of	something	great.	It	was	etched	across	his	bones,	buried	in
his	chest.

And	if	God	wouldn’t	allow	that	to	come	to	fruition,	then	he,	Cain,	would	take
it	upon	himself	to	make	it	happen.

“Rachel?”	The	young	man’s	voice	shook.
“Come	to	me.”	Cain	 lifted	his	hand	imperiously	and	stretched	out	his	pale

fingers.
A	warm	wind	swept	around	him,	and	familiarity	gripped	him	by	 the	 throat.

His	 insides	 lurched.	 In	 the	 near	 distance,	 a	 faint	 twisting	 column	 of	 dust	 rose
from	the	Earth.	Slowly,	it	began	to	take	shape,	its	form	distorted	by	the	rippling
wind.



Whomever	 or	whatever	was	 following	 him	 unseen	 had	 been	 someone	 very
precious	in	his	past,	a	past	he	was	left	seeking	at	all	cost.

“Yes,”	 the	 handsome	 youth	 mumbled,	 his	 eyes	 wide,	 his	 lips	 parted,	 face
slack.

“Cain.”	A	voice	boomed	around	him	as	a	formidable	angel	dropped	from	the
heavens,	 the	 brilliance	 of	 the	 bastard	 almost	 too	 much.	 The	 angel’s	 voice
sounded	 like	 the	 roar	 of	 a	 great	 crowd,	 reverberating	 across	 the	 plain,	 filling
every	particle	of	air,	everywhere	and	nowhere	all	at	once.

The	 figure	appeared	 in	warlike	 form,	 in	 full	armor	with	unsheathed	sword.
Wings	 of	 shimmering	 pearly	white	 unfurled,	 scalloped	 feathered	wingtips	 of	 a
span	 far	 greater	 than	 twice	 its	 body	 length	 stretched	 toward	 the	 heavens.	His
body	 shone	 like	 a	 jewel,	 gleaming	 in	 the	 moonlight.	 His	 face,	 almost	 too
beautiful	to	behold,	as	bright	as	a	flash	of	lightning,	burned	against	the	blaze	of
his	compassionate	eyes.

“Move!”	Cain	commanded	the	boy.	“Now!”
The	Earth	 shook	around	 them,	and	 the	boy	cried	out,	 falling	on	his	 skinny

ass	behind	the	angel	and	trying	to	scuttle	away,	crablike,	along	the	ground.	The
bright	motherfucker	never	even	turned	around.

“Do	not	take	this	path.”	Sadness	filled	the	angel’s	eyes.
“I	know	you	not.”	Cain	studied	 the	other	man,	 tilting	his	head	 to	 the	side.

Again,	 such	 familiarity.	 Almost	 as	 if	 he’d	 once	 belonged	 to	 the	 realm	 of	 the
heavens,	but	nothing	could	be	further	from	the	truth.

His	world.	This	world.	Only	death,	violence,	pain.
That	 was	 all	 he	 knew	 or	 wanted	 to	 embrace.	 Those	 things	 didn’t	 belong

above.
“Brother.”	The	angel	lifted	his	hand.	“Turn	away	from	this	path,	and	I	shall

beg	for	your	return.”
“Move	away.	I’ll	only	tell	you	this	one	last	time	before	I	kill	you.”	Nothing

felt	more	attractive,	more	alluring	than	the	idea	of	splitting	the	angel	in	half	and
drinking	from	his	open	veins.

Sorrow	 flashed	 across	 the	 eternal	 beauty	 of	 the	 angel’s	 expression.	 “And
from	 this	day	 forth,	you	shall	cast	a	 shadow	on	 the	Earth.	Neither	heaven	nor



hell	will	ever	accept	you	back	into	their	bosom.	Alone	is	all	you’ll	ever	be.”
“Right.	Got	it.	You	done?”	Cain	charged	toward	the	angel,	who	shifted	into

the	Aether	with	an	arc	of	white	lightning,	leaving	nothing	but	a	terrified	teenage
boy	and	a	monster	behind.

“I	don’t	understand.”	The	boy’s	amber	eyes	were	filled	with	fear.
Cain	 felt	 something	 stir.	 A	 tenderness.	 A	 reminder.	 Long,	 platinum-blonde

hair	and	a	warm	smile.	A	soft,	loving	laugh.
“I	 know.	But	 you	will.”	He	 reached	 out	 and	 took	 the	 boy’s	 hand,	 pressing

him	to	his	chest	in	a	close	embrace.
“What	is	your	name,	my	son?”	Cain’s	voice	was	now	deep,	sultry,	seductive.

It	cast	a	web	of	serene	iniquity	over	the	moment.
“Marduk,	slayer	of	Tiamat,	sir.”
“Marduk,	you	are	my	firstborn,”	Cain	crooned	and	created	in	him	the	first

companion	 of	 many	 who	 would	 lord	 over	 God’s	 most	 precious	 creation—
humanity.

Aislinn	 kept	 her	 eyes	 on	 Kayne,	 who	 oozed	 grace	 and	 elegance,	 once	 again
wearing	 his	 signature	 black.	 Yet,	 despite	 his	 brief	 display	 of	 affection,	 he
remained	 an	 aloof,	 stoic,	 reserved	 figure.	 “Tell	 me	 about	 this	 assassination
attempt.”

“There	 is	 nothing	 to	 tell,”	 Julius	 prevaricated.	 His	 eyes	 slid	 away	 from
Kayne’s.

Kayne	 raised	 a	 dark,	 winged	 brow	 in	 Aislinn’s	 direction.	 She	 grimaced,
replying	with	a	very	slight	shrug.	“I	dealt	with	it.”

Kayne	laughed,	and	there	was	a	definite	tone	of	menace	in	it.
“It	would	be	most	unfortunate	if	it	were	to	happen	again,”	Kayne	told	Julius

softly.	He	was	 silent	 for	 a	 full	 beat.	 Julius’s	 expression	 didn’t	 alter	 at	 all,	 but
something	 about	 him	 stiffened.	He	 felt	 fear	 travel	 up	 his	 spine	 in	 the	warning
given	by	his	maker.	Kayne’s	smile	held	cold	satisfaction.	“Just	so.”

The	 hair	 on	 the	 back	 of	 her	 neck	 and	 on	 her	 arms	 rose	 at	 the	 power	 he



exuded,	and	her	skin	turned	to	instant	goosebumps.	Kayne’s	gaze—as	it	brushed
over	 her	 now—was	 shuttered	 and	 cool.	 This	 Kayne	 was	 more	 than	 just	 her
maker.	He	was	the	founder	of	their	species.	The	first.	The	ruler	of	the	immortal
race	of	vampires.

“While	 you	 fight	 among	 yourselves,	 this	 coven	 lacks	 leadership,”	 he	 said
softly,	so	softly	his	voice	shouldn’t	have	been	audible.	“You	are	aware	that	there
is	some	difficulty	in	the	streets.	Has	there	been	trouble	in	London?”

Their	eyes	fell	before	his	gaze.
“There	 have	 been	 no	 unusual	 occurrences,	 my	 lord,”	 Julius	 replied.	 “No

unexpected	 attacks	 by	 the	 human	 hunters.	 No	 encroachments	 upon	 our
territories.”

Something	about	Julius’s	response	was	odd.
“And	yet	you	seem	hesitant	 to	confide	what	you	know,	Julius,”	Kayne	said

with	deliberate	coldness.	“Would	you	care	to	enlighten	me?”
For	 just	 a	moment,	 Julius’s	 fists	 clenched.	 Impotently.	He	missed	 the	 cold

curve	of	Kayne’s	lips.	It	was	a	terrifying	smile.
“There	have	been	reports	of	malcontent	among	the	youth—”
Kayne	held	up	a	hand,	dismissing	the	Malum’s	words.	“All	teenagers	rebel.

They	 are	 sullen	 and	 silent,	 self-pitying	 and	 self-indulgent.	 They	 feel	 entitled.”
Kayne	affected	a	yawn.	“Boring.	Next.”

Hesitating,	Julius	glanced	at	 the	blood-splattered	floor.	It	was	safest.	“Most
Sanguis	are	not	strong	enough	to	completely	turn	humans.	We	need	more	Malum
immortals	to	do	their	duty.	If	they	wish	the	protection	from	the	coven	and	have
the	ability,	 then	 they	must	do	 the	deed.	They	must	kill	humans,	and	 they	must
turn	them.”	At	this,	Julius	faced	his	sire.	“If	Aislinn	would	just—”

“Agreed.”	 Kayne’s	 brows	 rose	 and	 his	 dark	 eyes	 widened	 as	 he	 turned
toward	her.	His	extraordinarily	majestic	face	was	compelling	in	the	golden	glow
from	 the	 pendant	 lights.	 “My	 child,	 you	must	 do	 your	 duty.	You	must	 set	 the
example	for	the	others.	I	have	been	far	too	lenient	on	you.”

Beside	 her,	 she	 could	 hear	 Julius	 inwardly	 crow.	How	 much	 must	 he	 be
loving	this!

“But—”	She	attempted	to	protest.



The	rage	that	flared	from	him	then	was	savage.	Flames	bloomed	around	her
like	 the	 pit	 of	Demura,	 causing	 Julius	 to	 jump	 back	 in	 alarm	 as	 it	 singed	 her
platinum	hair.	She	bit	her	lip	to	stop	from	crying	out.

“Mark	me,”	Kayne	 said.	 “Before	 the	 next	 cycle	 of	 the	moon,	 you	will	 do
your	duty.”

“Yes,	 Father,”	 she	 replied.	Had	 she	 known	 it,	 she	 looked	 pensive,	 defiant,
and	scared.

Kayne’s	voice	was	as	soft	and	smooth	as	silk	as	he	said,	“We	are	what	we
are,	Moonflower.”

He	waited	as	if	this	were	a	test.	She	gave	a	stilted	nod.
Satisfied,	his	gaze	left	Aislinn’s	face	slowly.	“Is	that	all,	Julius?”
Julius	cleared	his	throat.	How	much	to	tell?	There	were	rumors	of	something

stirring,	but	they	were	just	rumors.	Mere	shadows	without	substance.	Perhaps	it
was	best	to	stick	to	bare	facts.	“There	is	only	the	matter	of	the	new	drug	on	the
streets.	Black	Magic.	It	is—”

“Not	of	interest	to	me.”
Julius	bowed	his	head,	assenting	to	his	sire’s	demands.
Kayne	held	up	one	slender	hand.	“Enough.	My	time	with	you	is	at	an	end	for

now.	When	 next	 I	 return,	 I	 expect	 better	 news,	Darkling.”	He	 did	 not	 need	 to
remind	 her	 that	 his	 orders	 were	 explicit.	 Before	 the	 succeeding	 cycle	 of	 the
moon,	she	would	need	to	choose	her	next	offspring.	It	was	a	thought	too	difficult
to	contemplate.

“Father,”	Aislinn	murmured	 in	 farewell	 as	Kayne	 bent	 down	 and	 placed	 a
kiss	on	her	pale	forehead.

“My	lord.”	Julius	offered	the	briefest	of	bows	to	his	creator.
Kayne’s	 dark,	 impenetrable	 gaze	 flickered	 across	 his	 offspring	 once	 more

before	he	bled	back	into	 the	shadows,	 leaving	a	 thin	cloud	in	 the	crisp	air.	His
ghostlike	movements	were	little	more	than	a	rippling	silhouette.

But	before	he	departed,	Kayne’s	disembodied	voice	drifted	out	in	a	tone	that
brooked	 no	 disagreement	 and	 no	 delay.	 “And	 Julius,	 I	 won’t	 tell	 you	 again.
Clean	up	your	room.”



A

CHAPTER	7

islinn’s	opponent	threw	a	right	kick,	which	she	blocked	with	her	left	leg.
The	next	right	kick,	she	defended	with	a	slide	and	catch,	countering	with

a	right	cross	combined	with	a	quick	right	knee.	In	rapid	succession,	she	finished
the	sequence	with	a	powerful,	high	right	kick.

“Vlad’s	 nuts,	 Aislinn,”	 Varya	 said,	 winded,	 disengaging	 from	 the	 fight.
“Enough.	I’m	done.	How	long	can	you	keep	this	up?”

“All	day,”	Aislinn	replied.	“I’ve	recently	fed.”
Varya	wiped	sweat	from	her	brow	with	her	forearm,	moving	off	the	sensor-

controlled	sparring	mat	as	the	holograms	dissipated	and	the	lights	flickered	on	in
the	circular	room.	“Great.	Why	didn’t	you	warn	me?	I	need	a	drink.”

They	were	sparring	in	one	of	the	contained	rooms	of	the	Carvery	in	the	west
tower,	 an	 area	within	 the	 coven	 that	 housed	 the	 surveillance	 hub,	war	 rooms,
armory,	and	dojo.	The	multi-roomed	complex	allowed	for	a	variety	of	activities
to	 occur	 simultaneously.	 While	 the	 guards	 and	 new	 recruits	 trained	 in	 holo-
chambers,	 tactical	 operations	 could	 be	 planned,	 and	 diplomatic	 negotiations
could	be	held	in	the	adjoining	war	rooms.

But	 the	 coven’s	 dojo	 contained	 more	 than	 just	 holo-chambers.	 It	 was	 a
unique,	 impressively	 engineered	 labyrinth	with	walls	 that	 pivoted	 and	moved,
not	 just	 horizontally	but	vertically,	 retracting	 into	 the	 ceiling	or	 floor	 to	 create
passages	 of	 different	 configurations.	 Holographic	 simulations	 and	 laser	 grids
allowed	 for	 endless	 possibilities	 in	 teaching	 combat	 skills	 and	 strategies,
designed	for	fighting	in	confined	spaces	and	training	the	raw	recruits	in	how	to



use	 their	 environment	 to	 their	 best	 advantage—such	 as	making	 use	 of	 gutters,
drains,	walls,	floors,	and	ceilings.

Most	 of	 the	 Carvery’s	 training	 environment	 was	 non-lethal	 in	 order	 to
improve	 the	warrior’s	 skills	without	 disrupting	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 coven’s	 routine,
except	 for	Aislinn’s	 own	contribution	 to	 the	design.	Since	no	 amount	 of	 basic
combat	training	allowed	for	greater	weapons	proficiency	under	stress,	nor	tested
the	instinctual	survival	and	battle	skills	which	all	Malum	vampires	were	created
with	in	the	field,	Aislinn’s	own	little	part	of	hell	was	created	for	just	this	reason.

Affectionately	 termed	 the	 “Abattoir”	 by	 its	 many	 victims,	 these	 chambers
added	live	death	traps	for	the	warriors.	Holy	water	ran	in	rivulets	in	the	floor	and
released	 from	 sprinklers	 in	 the	 ceiling.	 Small	 dungeon	 cells	 opened	 up	 in	 the
floor	that	could	be	turned	into	incinerators	at	the	push	of	a	button.	Arrow	slits	in
the	 walls	 shot	 out	 stakes	 dipped	 in	 nightshade.	 All	 carefully	 monitored	 and
controlled.	Nothing	that	would	be	lethal	to	the	elite	Malum	fighters	doing	their
drills—unless	 they	 were	 too	 slow	 or	 too	 stupid	 to	 remove	 themselves	 from
danger,	 and	 if	 that	was	 the	 case,	 they	were	 better	 off	 dead	 since	 they	 posed	 a
threat	 to	 their	 comrades	 in	 combat.	 But	 the	 traps	would	 certainly	 incapacitate
them	for	a	few	weeks	with	dreadful	burns	and	paralysis	and,	most	importantly,
put	 the	 fear	of	Kayne	 into	 them,	since	making	 it	 through	 the	Abattoir’s	course
unscathed	was	almost	unheard	of.	This	was	another	nail	in	the	coffin	for	Aislinn
where	Marcellus	was	 concerned,	 as	 he’d	 come	 the	 closest	 to	Aislinn’s	 perfect
score	but	failed	to	match	it.

The	other	vampires	accepted	their	defeats	gracefully	enough.	It	didn’t	pay	to
get	 pissed	 off	 and	 hold	 a	 grudge	 against	 the	 daughter	 of	Kayne—at	 least,	 not
when	she	was	trying	to	keep	them	alive	out	in	the	streets.

But	 Varya	 knew	 that	 the	 real	 reason	 behind	 Marcellus’s	 bitter	 hatred	 of
Aislinn	was	her	friend’s	legendary	reputation.	No	other	vampire	could	boast	the
number	of	kills	Aislinn	had	notched	up	during	primae	noctis.	And	no	vampire
dared	ask	Aislinn	the	truth.	She	wasn’t	boastful,	and	she	refused	to	talk	about	it.

Despite	this,	 it	was	common	knowledge.	It	had	been	recorded	in	the	annals
of	their	history	for	all	to	study.



The	Annals	of	Julius.	Chapter	11.	Verse	38.
The	Shining	One	came	to	the	tomb.	It	was	a	cave	with	a	stone	laid	across	the

entrance.	“Take	away	the	stone,”	Kayne	said	to	Julius.
“But,	my	Lord,”	said	Julius,	the	brother	of	the	newborn	immortal.	“By	this

time,	there	is	the	blood	rage,	for	she	has	been	there	barely	three	days.”
Then	Kayne	 said,	 “Did	 I	 not	 tell	 you	 that	 if	 you	 believe,	 you	will	 see	 the

glory	of	your	Creator?	Were	you	not	created	thusly?”
So	 they	 took	away	 the	 stone.	Kayne	called	 in	a	 loud	voice,	“Aislinn,	 come

out!”
The	 girl	 came	 out,	 her	 hands	 and	 feet	wrapped	with	 strips	 of	 linen	 and	 a

cloth	around	her	face.
Kayne	said	to	them,	“Take	off	the	grave	clothes	and	let	her	go.”
They	did	as	he	bid	them.	Then,	the	Eleven	bowed	down	and	worshipped	him.
And	Kayne	called	his	Twelfth	Disciple	unto	him.	“Look,	my	child,	with	your

new	eyes.”
Then	Aislinn	saw	the	world	as	transformed.	The	moon,	the	hillside,	the	cry	of

the	nocturnal	creatures	all	came	to	her	with	unearthly	clarity.	And	she	saw	the
Shining	One	now	with	a	vampire’s	vision,	glimmering	in	the	night.

Then	Kayne	said	to	Aislinn,	“Daughter,	you	must	feed.”
At	midnight,	Aislinn	fed	upon	all	the	sons	and	daughters	of	her	clann,	from

the	Taoiseach	who	ruled,	to	the	mewling	newborn	son	of	Myrna.	And	Myrna	too
was	cast	down.	Also,	all	the	clann	animals	died.	That	night,	every	member	died
in	every	household	in	the	village.

And	Aislinn	was	a	plague	upon	her	clann,	 raining	blood	down	upon	 them,
and	destroying	them	and	the	whole	valley,	along	with	all	the	animals	there	and
everything	that	grew	on	the	land.

And	when	it	was	done,	the	Shining	One	said,	“I	am	well	pleased.	And	I	tell
you	that	you	are	Aislinn,	and	on	this	vision,	I	will	build	my	Wrath.”



Varya	 grabbed	 her	 refillable,	 insulated	 ABO	 bottle	 and	 chugged	 half	 of	 its
contents	 down	 in	 one	 long	 gulp.	 Sighing,	 she	 said,	 “Holy	 batshit,	 was	 I
dehydrated.”

It	was	a	constant	source	of	wonder	to	her	that	Aislinn	could	go	as	long	as	she
did	 between	 feeds.	 The	 normal	 limit	 for	 an	 ordinary	 vampire	was	 three	 days,
during	which	they	would	suffer	hunger	pangs	that	would	give	way	to	the	onset
of	 the	wasting	 disease.	Humans	 often	mistook	 them	 for	 zombies	 during	 these
periods—like	 such	 creatures	 really	 existed.	As	 if!—since	 their	 appearance	was
corpse	colored	and	haggard.	The	only	occasion	that	they	could	walk	around	like
this	and	not	cause	a	riot	was	Halloween.

Good	times.
Perhaps	 Aislinn’s	 disposition	 had	 been	 inherited	 from	 her	 maker,	 but	 her

brother,	 Julius,	didn’t	 seem	to	be	cut	 from	the	same	cloth	as	he	 failed	 to	share
similar	feeding	traits.	Varya	knew	for	a	fact	that	Julius’s	temperature	ran	hotter
than	the	others	like	a	fever	in	the	blood,	which	led	him	to	feed	more	and	not	less.
She	 suspected	 he	 suffered	 from	 severe	 blood	 rage	 but	 kept	 her	 opinions	 to
herself.	She	had	trained	hard	to	become	a	member	of	Julius’s	personal	guard	and
didn’t	want	to	ruin	it,	even	if	she	despised	her	master.

She	had	once	been	a	young	warrior	 like	Darius,	 little	more	 than	a	 sentinel
working	in	the	Feasting	Room.	It	wasn’t	a	pleasant	job	to	be	among	the	dregs	of
humanity	 in	 Julius’s	 private	 slaughterhouse,	 but	 unfortunately,	 she	 had	 the
stomach	for	it.

She	 had	 remained	 stoic,	 resisting	 the	 temptation	 to	 poach	 from	 Julius’s
personal	supply,	something	her	predecessor	had	failed	to	do.	The	Solar	Cell	had
taught	him	the	error	of	his	ways,	even	though	it	had	killed	him	when	they	let	the
sunlight	in.

“Hey.”	Aislinn	snapped	her	pale,	long	fingers	in	front	of	Varya’s	face.	“Have
you	fallen	into	a	blood	stupor?	Are	we	done	here,	or	are	we	going	again?”

Aislinn	could	have	told	Varya	why	she	constantly	pushed	herself	to	the	edge,
but	she	didn’t	because	Varya	wouldn’t	have	understood.

Revenge	was	something	all	vampires	grasped.	But	not	remorse.
Varya,	with	her	warrior	mentality,	would	never	have	been	haunted	by	all	the



men,	women,	 and	 children	 she’d	 feasted	 on	 and	 slaughtered.	 But	Aislinn	was
haunted	by	it.	Primae	noctis	had	been	the	first	 time	she	had	gone	on	a	feeding
frenzy,	fueled	by	blood	rage.

And	it	was	the	last	time	she	had	fed	on	innocents.
Needing	 to	 exorcise	 the	 demons	 of	 her	 past,	 she	 taunted,	 “So	 much	 for

kicking	my	butt.	Looks	like	you	need	to	lie	down	in	a	silk-lined	coffin	and	have
a	nice,	long	rest.	Maybe	Marcellus	might	rock	you	to	sleep.”

“Ooh,	 them’s	 fighting	 words,	 Prima	 Aislinn,”	 Varya	 replied,	 her	 eyes
narrowing	at	the	taunt.	She	immediately	moved	back	onto	the	sparring	mat.	The
gauntlet	had	been	thrown	down.

Instantly,	the	lights	dimmed	as	Aislinn	took	her	place	opposite.	“All	right.	A
contest.”

Varya	stared	into	her	friend’s	bright	blue,	candid	eyes	for	a	second	in	deadly
silence	and	then	broke	into	the	biggest,	wickedest	grin.	“Get	your	game	on,	girl.”

“What	are	we	playing	for?”	Aislinn	pulled	her	silvery	hair	back	into	a	high
ponytail,	readying	herself	to	go	head	to	head.

“If	 you	win,	 I’ll	 accompany	 you	 on	 your	 next	 visit	 to	 Styx.”	Varya’s	 pale
eyes	 were	 wide	 and	 guileless,	 but	 Aislinn	 knew	 the	 neutral	 territory	 of	 the
immortals’	nightclub	intrigued	her	friend,	despite	its	lurid	reputation.

The	Styx	Club.
Vengeance	flared	 in	Aislinn’s	breast,	 renewed	by	 the	reminder	of	her	 long-

awaited	 meeting.	 Bringing	 Varya	 wouldn’t	 be	 such	 a	 bad	 thing.	 She	 was	 a
kickass	 soldier	 and	 would	 cover	 her	 back	 if	 they	 were	 set	 upon	 by	 human
hunters	or	shapeshifters.

“Done.”	She	grinned.	“And	if	I	lose?”
With	 absolutely	no	change	 in	 expression,	Varya	 said,	 “If	 you	 lose,	 I	 get	 to

choose	the	next	human	you	have	to	turn.”
At	 her	 words,	 Aislinn	 grimaced,	 though	 it	 failed	 to	 mar	 the	 intoxicating

beauty	of	 her	 face.	 “The	dead	 travel	 fast,	 but	words	 travel	 faster	 around	 these
halls.	How	did	you	find	out?	Cole?”

A	smirk	flashed	across	Varya’s	face.	“Who	else?	Words	travel	faster	around
these	 halls	 because	 Cole	 can’t	 keep	 his	 mouth	 shut.	 If	 he	 isn’t	 spouting	 bad



poetry,	 he’s	 spreading	 gossip.	 I	 don’t	 know	 which	 is	 going	 to	 get	 him	 killed
first.”

“Stick	around,	you’re	certain	to	find	out	sooner	than	you	think.	Just	wait	till	I
catch	up	with	him—”	Aislinn	grumbled	as	Varya	barely	held	in	her	laughter.

Then	there	was	no	more	time	for	words	as	the	fight	began	in	earnest.

Two	and	a	half	hours	 later,	Varya	admitted	defeat.	Bruises,	black	eyes,	broken
ribs,	and	noses	never	took	long	to	heal	for	a	vampire.	While	humans	sporting	a
shiner	 could	 take	 up	 to	 two	 weeks	 to	 heal,	 a	 vampire	 would	 heal	 almost
immediately.	That,	however,	meant	if	they	were	captured	alive	by	human	hunters
sanctioned	by	the	church,	they	could	be	perpetually	tortured	like	in	the	myth	of
Prometheus.	Out	on	the	streets,	every	vampire	knew	it	was	better	to	die	than	to
be	taken	alive.

“Looks	 like	 I’ll	 be	 accompanying	 you	 to	 Styx,”	 Varya	 said	 as	 her	 broken
femur	began	to	heal.	She	reached	for	Aislinn’s	extended	hand	and	pulled	herself
up	slowly	as	a	groan	left	her.

“Looks	 like	 it,”	Aislinn	 replied.	 She	 didn’t	 feel	 too	 bad	 about	 her	 friend’s
loss.	For	younger	vampires	like	Varya,	Styx	held	a	fascinating	allure.	That	thrill.
That	high.	Almost	 like	 tempting	fate.	For	Varya,	Cole,	and	others	of	 their	rank
and	generation,	visiting	Styx	mirrored	an	underage	human	teenager’s	attraction
to	alcohol,	drugs,	and	sex.	Only	hardened	Malums	ventured	into	Styx—and	only
when	 the	need	was	pressing.	“Enter	at	your	own	 risk”	was	 the	 saying	because
even	 the	 dead	 didn’t	 always	 return.	Not	 that	 violence	was	 permitted	 at	 Styx’s
club,	 but	 doing	 shady	 deals	 with	 even	 shadier	 underworld	 figures	 inside	 its
sordid	chambers	was	often	a	death	warrant.

Besides,	although	Aislinn	would	have	liked	nothing	better	than	to	renounce
her	 responsibility	 to	 Varya	 in	 choosing	 the	 human	 she	 would	 turn,	 she	 just
couldn’t	do	it.	It	was	a	momentous	decision	for	both	human	and	vampire.	And
Vlad	knew	she	didn’t	want	to	make	a	similar	mistake	like	the	two	offspring	she
was	already	saddled	with.	Though,	truth	be	told,	she	favored	her	firstborn	for	his



spontaneously	emotional	and	humorous	nature	over	Dorian.
In	this,	however,	she	was	alone.
Like	 called	 to	 like,	 and	 the	 dark	 hearts	 of	 the	Malums	 preferred	 Dorian’s

viciousness	and	cunning.	If	he	were	at	all	 trustworthy,	he	would	have	made	an
exceptional	warrior	 to	have	at	one’s	 side	 in	battle.	But	he	wasn’t.	Dorian	only
cared	for	Dorian.	He	would	rather	use	a	comrade	as	a	shield	during	a	skirmish
than	 have	 his	 waistcoat	 ruined.	 And	 as	 for	 his	 feeding	 habits,	 even	 Aislinn’s
stomach	revolted	at	the	sight,	which	far	exceeded	even	Julius’s	debaucheries.

No,	she	would	choose	her	own	Darkling.	It	was	her	parental	responsibility.
Varya	watched	her	 friend	 like	 a	 hawk,	 a	 frown	marring	her	 smooth,	 ruddy

complexion.	Aislinn’s	 stillness,	 like	a	marble	 statue	 found	 in	a	museum,	made
her	uneasy.	“So,	when	are	you	planning	on	going?”

“Next	Sabbath,”	Aislinn	replied,	forcing	herself	to	remain	in	the	present.	The
date	had	already	been	set.	“Make	sure	you	feed	well	beforehand.	I	want	you	at
the	top	of	your	game.	You’ll	need	to	be.”



D

CHAPTER	8

ead	Man’s	Walk	was	a	passage	at	the	back	of	the	Old	Bailey	law	courts,
off-limits	 to	 the	public,	housed	 in	 the	 triangle	between	 the	old	Newgate

Prison,	St.	Paul’s	Cathedral	and	St.	Bartholomew’s	Hospital,	the	perfect	spot	for
a	hellfire	club.	A	boulevard	of	broken	dreams.

Well,	more	like	a	haunted,	dingy	alleyway,	Cole	thought	as	the	first	lines	of	a
Gothic	poem	bubbled	up	in	his	head.	He	wished	he	had	quill	and	parchment	with
him	or,	at	least,	a	smartphone.	But	Aislinn	had	warned	him	that	if	she	saw	him
taking	selfies	at	the	Styx	Club	to	post	on	Instagram,	he	would	end	up	with	dental
implants.

When	he	had	been	a	mortal,	the	Walk	was	notorious.	Condemned	criminals
were	forced	to	walk	along	the	passage	on	their	way	from	Newgate	Prison	to	the
private	gallows	and	their	deaths.	The	dimly	lit	tunnel	contained	a	series	of	brick
arches	that	got	progressively	narrower	as	the	gallows	site	was	approached.

It	must	have	been	a	 terrifying	 final	walk	 for	 those	doomed	souls,	but	Cole
thought	it	would	have	provided	Aislinn	with	a	good	hunting	ground	for	just	the
meals	she	preferred.

Aislinn	was	thinking	the	same	thing.	It	was	a	pity	she	had	not	known	of	its
existence	until	recently.

Aislinn	had	no	 fearful	 qualms	as	 she	 strode	 through	 the	dark	passage	with
Caleb,	Varya,	and	Cole	by	her	side.	She	couldn’t	account	for	the	other	three	in
her	group,	but	she	had	been	anticipating	this	visit	to	Styx	for	a	long	time.

All	 her	 searching	 had	 brought	 her	 here.	 She	 had	 her	 secrets.	 And	 those



secrets	had	kept	the	innocent	safe	for	centuries	from	the	vampire	she	might	have
become.	It	had	cooled	her	blood	rage	and	given	her	focus.

Justice.
She	 was	 so	 close	 now,	 she	 could	 taste	 it—and	 it	 tasted	 like	 the	 sweetest

blood.
She	only	hoped	 that	devil	had	what	 she	craved.	 It	was	 the	only	 reason	she

was	returning	to	his	vile	establishment.
Unlike	the	twenty-four/seven	vampire	haunts	and	even	the	Nocturne,	which

she	co-owned	with	Caleb,	Styx	was	not	exclusive	to	her	kind	or	even	to	her	city.
As	underworld	clubs	went,	it	was	unique.	It	was	neutral	ground	for	all	immortals
and	humans	in	the	paranormal	business—vampires,	shapeshifters,	rogue	human
hunters,	 dark	 mages,	 and	 even	 angels—and	 all	 manner	 of	 shady	 deals	 were
struck	 there,	 from	 arranging	 transport	 to	 the	 other	 realms	 like	 Esper,	 holding
clandestine	meetings,	 hiring	 an	 assassin,	 buying	 illegal	 drugs,	 and	 any	 sexual
indulgence,	 or	 vice	 and	 sin.	 Styx	 offered	 it	 all.	 In	 each	 metropolis	 scattered
across	the	world.

Only	 one	 rule	 governed:	 no	 hunting	 was	 to	 occur	 on	 neutral	 ground.	 No
slayings,	no	fights.	Take	no	sides.	Maintain	neutrality	and	the	balance.

Walking	 now	 down	 the	 shady	 alleyway,	Aislinn	 could	 feel	 the	 excitement
building.

Finally.
Maybe	now	she	would	find	the	answers	she	so	desperately	sought.
Patience,	Aislinn.	Patience.
It	 didn’t	 pay	 to	 be	 too	 desperate	 at	 Styx.	The	 other	 immortals	 could	 smell

desperation	a	mile	away.	An	easy	target.
She	 had	 only	 been	 to	 Styx	 a	 few	 times.	Going	 too	 often	was	 inadvisable,

since	it	was	the	kind	of	place	where	a	person	would	sell	 their	soul	 to	 the	devil
and	only	realize	afterward	that	they’d	been	cheated.	But	that	was	to	be	expected
when	dealing	with	its	proprietor.

Aislinn	felt	that	this	was	a	good	time	to	lay	down	some	ground	rules.	“Stay
by	my	side	when	we	enter,	and	don’t,	even	for	a	moment,	leave	my	side.	You	do
not	want	to	get	 lost	 in	Styx.	That	demon	who	owns	it	has	more	than	just	a	red



room	of	pain	waiting	for	you.	He	has	a	circus	that’s	completely	cray-cray	and	a
whole	theme	park	of	dark	delights.”

Cole	laughed.
Aislinn	didn’t.	She	didn’t	even	crack	a	smile.	She	just	stabbed	him	through

with	dark	eyes.
“B-b-but	 aren’t	we	 safe?”	Cole	 asked	naively.	 “I	 thought	Styx	was	 neutral

ground?”
“You	think	death	is	the	only	thing	you	have	to	fear?”	Caleb	snapped,	running

a	 hand	 over	 his	 bald	 head.	 “Well,	 think	 again!	 Aislinn’s	 right.	 There	 are	 far
worse	things	that	could	happen	to	you	in	Styx.	If	it	was	at	all	possible	for	you	to
pray,	I	would	say	that	now’s	the	time.	But	since	it’s	out	of	the	question,	just	shut
the	Vlad	up	and	try	not	to	get	into	any	trouble.”

Cole	 gulped.	 The	 meal	 he	 had	 eaten	 before	 leaving	 the	 coven	 churned
uncomfortably	in	his	stomach.	He	managed	to	keep	it	down.	But	only	just.

“Oh,	and	one	last	thing,	whatever	you	do,	you	do	not	want	to	go	down	to	the
basement,”	Aislinn	said,	coming	to	a	standstill	just	as	a	timber	door	appeared	in
the	wall	 beside	her,	making	Cole	 leap	back	 in	 shock	 and	 forget	 to	 ask	exactly
why	he	didn’t	want	to	go	into	the	basement.

It	was	better	that	way.	The	answer	would	have	brought	up	more	than	just	his
most	recent	meal.

The	 front	 door	 to	 Styx	 was	 unremarkable.	 Just	 an	 ordinary	 wooden	 door
which	a	person	might	walk	past	a	million	times	and	never	notice.

But	there	lay	the	illusion.	Because	when	an	immortal	was	feeling	desperate
or	perhaps	ready	for	adventure,	polished-chrome	and	black-lacquered	Art	Deco
double	 doors	 suddenly—and	 temptingly—appeared,	 opening	 for	 its	 seeker.
Beckoning	them	to	enter.

Aislinn	led	the	way	without	pausing	to	see	if	they	were	following	her,	down
the	spiraling	marble	staircase	with	its	sleek	lines	and	organic	shape,	and	out	into
the	opulent,	three-story	barrel-vaulted	antechamber	with	its	gilt	ceiling	decorated
in	fans	of	 jeweled	mosaic	peacock	feathers.	The	chamber	was	as	beautiful	and
intimidating	as	Aislinn	remembered.	One	had	to	hand	it	to	Styx.	He	had	a	flair
for	interior	decoration.	And	drama.



Everything	in	the	chamber—from	the	maple	veneer	and	chrome	that	adorned
the	 Ionic	 columns,	 serving	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 long	 corridor	 without	 holding	 up
anything,	 to	 the	dazzling	black	granite	 fountains	and	enormous	cremation	urns
that	 she	 seriously	 hoped	 were	 empty—was	 deliberately	 designed	 to	 imply
hedonism	and	eternity.

“Holy	 vernacular,”	 Cole	 breathed,	 his	 face	 tilted	 up	 in	 wonder.	 “I	 feel
inspired.”

“Put	it	away,	Cole,”	Varya	said	testily.	“No	one	wants	to	see	your	limp	quill
here.”

Varya	was	as	impressed	as	Cole,	but	she	was	feeling	overwhelmed	and	out	of
her	comfort	zone.

And	 she	 didn’t	 like	 it	 one	 bit.	 It	 was	 easier	 to	 take	 it	 out	 on	 the	 weakest
member	of	their	group.

“How	 dare	 you?”	 Cole	 dramatically	 protested,	 throwing	 the	 end	 of	 his
sunflower-yellow	scarf	around	his	neck	with	a	flourish.	“I’ll	have	you	know	my
quill	is	not—”

“Silence,	 children!”	 Aislinn	 commanded	 sternly,	 the	 authority	 of	 a	 born
leader	ringing	in	her	voice	down	the	vast	chamber.	“We’re	about	to	enter	Styx.
Have	a	care.”

Of	all	the	things	Varya	had	expected,	this	one	caught	her	off	guard.	“What	do
you	mean?	Haven’t	we	already	entered?”

“No,	 this	 is	 just	 the	antechamber	which	 leads	 to	 the	 lobby.”	Aislinn	smiled
slowly	 as	 the	 distinctive	 black	 and	 silver	 doors	 depicting	 exotic	 animals	 and
birds	drawn	from	the	other	realms	swung	open	in	front	of	them.	“As	you	can	see,
Styx	is	a	pure	hedonist.”

Immediately	 upon	 entering	 Styx,	 they	 felt	 a	 peculiarly	 welcoming	 vibe
despite	 being	 plunged	 into	 virtual	 darkness.	 It	 was	 like	 losing	 all	 of	 one’s
inhibitions.	 The	 farther	 in	 they	 ventured,	 the	 more	 they	 could	 smell	 that
intoxicating	whiff	of	rebellion	and	danger	among	the	patrons	drinking	at	the	bar
and	the	well-appointed,	red-velvet	banquette	seats,	 in	 the	dark,	 lamplit	corners,
and	swirling	smoke.

“Welcome,”	 said	 an	 attractive	 cocktail	waitress	 in	 a	 slinky	 sequined	 dress,



proffering	a	tray	of	drinks.	“Would	you	like	to	try	a	Forbidden	Fruit	or	Midnight
Masquerade?	 I	can	assure	you	 they	are	all	ABO-infused	and	 low	platelet.	And
delicious.”	She	drawled	the	last	word	temptingly.

The	cocktails	had	a	heady,	rich	metallic	scent,	more	intoxicating	than	human
blood.

“No,	 thank	 you,”	Aislinn	 refused	 on	 behalf	 of	 her	 group,	 elbowing	Cole’s
arm	as	his	hand	snaked	out	to	take	a	cocktail	glass.	“We’re	here	to	see	Styx.”

Unperturbed,	the	young	woman	gracefully	bowed	and	glided	away	with	her
tray	of	untouched	drinks.

“Why	 can’t	 I	 have	 a	 drink?”	 Cole	 grumbled,	 pushing	 his	 blond,	 moppy
waves	back	 from	palest	blue	eyes	where	 it	 flopped	 in	artful	disarray.	“They’re
free.”

Varya	shot	him	a	look.	“Don’t	be	an	idiot.	Nothing’s	free	in	life.	Or	death.”
Caleb	 exchanged	 a	 knowing	 look	 with	 Aislinn,	 as	 if	 to	 ask	 why	 she	 had

bothered	bringing	these	two	along.	They	were	of	little	use	here	and	acted	like	a
couple	of	Nubes.

Sighing,	 Aislinn	 explained	 to	 her	 companions.	 “The	 drinks	 are	 laced	with
Lethean	water	and	Lotus	powder.	They	encourage	apathy	and	forgetfulness.”

“Why	 would	 they	 do	 that?”	 Cole	 whined,	 eyebrows	 shooting	 up	 into	 his
blond	mop	in	dismay.

Caleb	 gave	 a	mocking	 laugh,	 his	 thick	 neck	 bulging	 as	 if	 the	 dark	 suit	 he
wore	was	strangling	him.	“Vlad’s	balls,	Cole.	Look	around.	How	do	you	think
Styx	maintains	neutrality?	Most	immortals	know	not	to	fuck	with	Styx.	But	for
those	young	bloods	looking	for	adventure	or	wanting	to	shoot	the	place	up,	he’s
got	their	number	and	knows	how	to	control	them.”

Cole	looked	like	he	still	wanted	to	protest,	but	Aislinn	put	a	protective	hand
on	his	shoulder,	silencing	him.	Maybe	bringing	Cole	had	been	a	mistake.	But	he
had	to	grow	up	sometime.

Anyway,	it	was	too	late	now.
“Hey,	Aislinn.	Caleb.”	They	were	 heralded	 by	 a	 pale	 young	Malum	 at	 the

back	of	the	club.	His	sharp	face	held	a	cold,	unearthly	beauty,	his	hair	falling	in
tousled	 blue-black	 tendrils	 to	 his	 shoulders	 and	 his	 eyes	 a	 striking	 and



changeable	hazel.	Tonight,	they	were	more	moss	green	than	chocolate	brown.	He
exuded	a	youthful	wildness	as	he	crossed	the	palatial	room	to	greet	them.	“I’m
surprised	to	see	you	guys	here.	Not	your	kind	of	hangout,	I	would	have	thought.
Varya.	Cole.”	As	he	said	this,	he	gave	Cole	a	friendly	slap	on	the	back	that	had
the	Sanguis	flying	forward.	“Glad	to	see	you’re	growing	a	pair.	So,	Aislinn,	what
brings	you	here?”

“Hello,	 Benjamin.	 We’re	 meeting	 with	 Styx.”	 Aislinn	 kept	 her	 answer
simple.

She	 liked	Benjamin.	He	was	charming	and	charismatic	and	flirtatious.	And
he	made	a	good	leader	for	the	younger	generation	of	rebellious	vampires	in	the
London	scene	who	came	from	a	sense	of	self-indulgent	entitlement.	Despite	his
many	 diversions	 that	 bordered	 on	 the	 dangerous	 and	 life	 threatening—hunting
humans	 and	 hunting	 female	 vampires	 with	 an	 equal	 abandon	 and	 thrill—
Benjamin	 was	 an	 excellent	 strategist	 and	 an	 equally	 good	 warrior,	 though	 he
despised	Julius	and	the	first	generation	of	vampires	and	preferred	to	stay	away
from	the	coven	as	much	as	possible,	unless	he	was	in	the	surveillance	hub.

“Ah.	 Styx.”	 Benjamin’s	 green	 eyes	 flashed	 with	 admiration.	 “You	 like	 to
dance	with	 the	devil,	Aislinn.	Let	me	buy	you	all	a	drink	while	you	wait.”	He
clicked	 his	 fingers	 to	 call	 the	 attention	 of	 a	 sexy	 cocktail	 waitress,	 whose
response	 was	 to	 ignore	 the	 large	 shapeshifter	 she	 was	 serving	 at	 the	 bar	 and
hurry	over	to	Benjamin’s	side.

He	certainly	has	a	way	with	women,	Varya	thought	cynically,	rolling	her	pale
eyes.	She’d	had	a	fling	with	Benjamin	during	 the	Industrial	Revolution.	 It	was
dark	and	masochistic	and	physical.	Just	how	she	liked	it.	It	was	also	short	lived,
only	 lasting	 thirty	 years.	 He	 was	 a	 bastard.	 It	 was	 just	 too	 bad	 that	 she	 still
favored	him.	Luckily,	only	a	few	vampires	knew	her	secret.

“Thanks,	Benjamin.	We’re	 not	 dining.	But	we’ll	 sit	with	 you	 until	 Styx	 is
ready	to	see	us.”

Dismissing	the	cocktail	waitress	with	a	wave	of	a	slender	hand,	who	pouted
prettily	 in	 response,	Benjamin	 led	 the	way	over	 to	 the	 booth.	Aislinn	 fell	 into
step	next	to	him.

But	Cole	was	in	no	hurry.	Moving	over	to	the	dimly	lit	banquette	lounge	in



the	corner,	he	trailed	behind	his	maker.
This	place	was	unbelievable.
The	décor	oozed	decadent	seduction,	with	a	palette	of	predominantly	black,

gold,	and	red,	from	the	black-lacquer	tables	and	red-leather	barstools,	to	the	gold
chandeliers	 dripping	 with	 Lalique	 crystals.	 The	 design	 of	 the	 club	 relied	 on
contrasting	tones	and	textures	for	effect,	with	bird’s-eye	maple	veneer	walls	and
an	aluminum-leaf	ceiling.	He	goggled	like	a	kid	in	a	candy	store,	feeling	a	rush
of	nostalgia.

Cole’s	first	impression	was	that	he	had	returned	to	the	1920s	epoch.	The	Jazz
Age.	The	Roaring	Twenties.	He’d	loved	this	period	of	his	immortal	adolescence.
He	had	found	Prohibition	hard	on	his	kind	when	the	Atum	Council	had	banned
the	 transportation	 and	 sale	 of	 intoxicating	 blood—especially	 produced	 from
infants,	toddlers,	and	pregnant	women—	but	he	had	enjoyed	the	vibrant,	avant-
garde	Bloomsbury	scene	with	Woolf,	Forster,	and	Eliot,	despite	their	humanity.
In	 fact,	 he’d	been	 seriously	pissed	off	when	Dorian	had	 sucked	 the	 life	out	of
Virginia	and	dumped	her	body	in	the	River	Ouse	to	make	it	look	like	a	suicide.

Dorian	could	be	such	a	twat	at	times.
The	 club	was	 filled	with	 a	 smoky	 air.	 Tendrils	 wafted	 through	 the	 rooms,

winding	 around	 the	 heavy	 curtains	 and	marble	 pillars,	 rippling	 over	 the	wine-
colored	rugs	and	checkerboard	floor,	making	a	shadow	on	it	as	fog	on	a	lake.	A
haunting	crooning	from	the	band	on	stage	held	their	audience	enthralled.	But	the
pulsating,	broody	atmosphere	of	Styx	allowed	its	diverse	patrons	to	freely	mix.

As	 he	 looked	 over	 toward	 the	 bar,	 a	 glamorous	 young	 Japanese	 woman
flashed	him	a	sweetly	seductive	smile.	He	was	 transfixed.	She	was	completely
stationary	 as	 she	 sat	 on	 the	 leather	 barstool,	 her	 white	 kimono	 rippling	 and
fluttering	 as	 if	 she	 had	 been	 blown	 in	 by	 the	 night	 wind.	 Cole	 took	 a	 step
forward—

And	was	 jerked	 back	 by	 a	 hand	 on	 his	 arm,	 restraining	 him.	Caleb’s	 eyes
dilated	momentarily	to	jet	black	as	he	glared	at	Cole.	“She’ll	eat	you	alive.”

Cole	blinked,	affronted.	“I	can	handle	myself	around	women.”
Caleb	made	 an	 impatient	 noise.	 “No.	She’ll	 literally	 eat	 you	 alive.	 She’s	 a

Jorogumo,	a	whore	spider.	She	seduces	male	victims,	traps	them	in	her	web,	and



devours	 them	 with	 pleasure.	 And	 she	 doesn’t	 discriminate.	 Vampires	 are	 as
appetizing	as	humans	to	her.”

Looking	at	the	demure	beauty	again,	the	Sanguis	swallowed.	“Yeah,	you’re
right.	Some	women	are	more	trouble	than	they’re	worth.	Maybe	I’ll	pass.”



A

CHAPTER	9

pproaching	 the	 banquette	 where	 Benjamin’s	 group	was	 already	 seated,
having	made	 room	for	Varya	and	Aislinn,	 they	saw	 the	 roguish	Malum

lean	forward	to	whisper	in	Aislinn’s	ear,	too	low	for	them	to	catch	what	he	said.
“Have	you	thought	more	on	what	I	proposed?”
Aislinn	smiled	enigmatically	in	response.
Anyone	watching	 them	may	 have	mistaken	Benjamin’s	 gesture—and	 even

his	words—for	romantic.	A	seduction.
Hardly.	She	wanted	to	laugh	out	loud	at	the	reality.	Thank	you,	Caleb.
She	had	been	 taught	by	 the	best,	a	master	of	Black	Ops	and	scheming	and

subterfuge,	and	she	wasn’t	about	to	show	her	hand	just	yet.
While	it	wasn’t	common	knowledge,	Benjamin	had	been	pushing	for	Aislinn

to	join	with	him	and	his	growing	group	of	rebels.	He	had	the	potential	to	usurp
the	first	generation	of	antiquated,	outmoded,	rigidly	rule-governed	vampires.

Particularly	Julius.
Whatever	 respect	 Julius	might	 once	 have	 commanded	 from	 his	 coven	was

slowly	 being	 eroded	 by	 his	 tyranny	 and	 blood	 rage.	 There	 were	 those	 like
Marcellus	and	Gaius	who	continued	to	remain	loyal	Pitbulls,	but	their	numbers
were	 gradually	 dwindling	 due	 to	 Julius’s	 own	 folly,	 such	 as	 the	 assassination
attempt	on	Aislinn.	And	even	 those	who	 remained	 loyal	 to	 their	master	did	 so
because	he	had	sired	them	and	not	out	of	any	true	bond	or	affection.

Toward	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Briton	 Iron	Age,	 Julius	 had	 come	with	 the	 Roman
Empire	 to	 invade	 and	 rid	 the	 world	 of	 the	 scourge	 of	 what	 he	 perceived	 as



savages,	the	clans	of	Britons.	In	mortal	life	as	a	Roman	general,	he	was	cruel	and
ruthless,	 ruling	over	his	 region	with	an	 iron	 fist	 and	 little	mercy.	When	 fatally
injured	in	a	raid,	their	Creator,	Kayne,	turned	Julius	as	his	ninth	male	disciple	to
propagate	a	new	dynasty	of	immortals.

It	was	true	that	he	had	fulfilled	his	directive,	but	Julius	had	failed	to	change
with	 the	 evolving	 eras.	 His	 self-imposed	 isolation	 from	 the	world,	 behind	 the
fortress-like	 walls	 of	 the	 coven,	 diminished	 the	 popularity	 of	 his	 rule	 and
authority	 and	 encouraged	 the	 growth	 of	 a	 revolutionary	movement	 among	 the
coven’s	younger	members.

But	in	other	ways,	Julius	had	also	failed	to	adapt	to	the	changes	around	him.
Benjamin	 had	 increasingly	 tried	 to	 encourage	more	 interest	 in	 the	 lives	 of

humans	by	 tracking	 stock-market	 trends,	 global	warfare,	 and	 the	 rise	of	 social
media.	He	 felt	 it	would	 lead	 to	 greater	 insight	 into	 human	 nature	 and	 prepare
them	for	 the	 inevitability	of	an	attack	on	 the	coven	by	human	hunters.	He	had
even	 been	 working	 with	 Caleb	 in	 secret	 to	 develop	 sophisticated,	 high-tech
weapons	 to	 maintain	 their	 armory—something	 the	 vampire	 elders	 weren’t
interested	in	and	failed	to	foresee	the	need	for.

Shifting	 restlessly	 as	 he	waited	 for	 her	 response,	 Benjamin	 looked	 like	 he
was	about	to	press	Aislinn	for	an	answer	to	his	question	when	one	of	the	most
recently	 turned	 Sanguis	 among	 his	 group	 squealed	 excitedly.	 “OMV!	 You’re
Aislinn?	 Like	 the	Aislinn?	 Like	 the	 one	 on	 primae	 noctis	 who	 decimated	 her
entire	village?	Like,	 I	 love	you.	 I’m	your	biggest	 fangirl.	See?	 I’ve	even	dyed
my	hair	platinum	blonde!”	She	flicked	her	hair	from	side	to	side	so	it	caught	the
light.

Varya	held	back	a	snicker	while	Caleb	did	a	facepalm	in	embarrassment	for
her.

Aislinn	 stiffened	 in	 her	 seat.	 They	 were	 beginning	 to	 attract	 unwarranted
attention.

Sensing	 eyes	 on	 them,	 Benjamin	 swiftly	 moved	 to	 avert	 any	 danger,
releasing	the	heavy	drapery	around	the	booth	to	cloak	them	in	shadows.	It	was
one	thing	for	an	ordinary	vampire	to	frequent	Styx.	It	was	quite	another	for	the
firstborn	 daughter	 of	 an	 Original.	 The	 price	 on	 Aislinn’s	 head	 was	 high.	 If



someone	wanted	to	hire	themselves	an	assassin,	Styx	was	the	place	to	do	it,	and
with	 Aislinn	 present,	 the	 opportunity	 for	 retribution	 against	 the	 vampires
presented	itself	on	a	silver	platter	as	soon	as	she	left	its	neutral	grounds.

Oblivious	to	the	tension,	the	girl	continued	vacuously.	“OMV!	Can	you	sign
my	artery?	I’ll	get	it	tattooed	over	so	it	never	washes	off.”

Things	 were	 becoming	 more	 awkward	 by	 the	 second	 when	 a	 stunningly
attractive	cocktail	waitress	peeked	her	head	around	the	velvet	curtain	and	said,
“Styx	will	see	you	now.	Please	follow	me.”

At	the	center	of	a	circular	chamber,	Styx	reclined,	elbows	resting	on	the	arms	of
the	chair	and	hands	clasped	in	front	of	his	chin.	One	knee	was	crossed	over	the
other,	the	shiny	sole	of	his	embroidered	leather	loafer	catching	the	light.

He	immediately	drew	the	eye,	the	devil	in	a	smart,	three-piece	suit.
Well,	not	the	devil.	But	a	very	powerful	purebred	demon,	the	only	one	of	his

kind	on	Earth.
He	was	alone.	But,	of	course,	he	had	no	need	for	bodyguards.	No	one	fucked

with	Styx,	especially	in	his	club,	or	he	would	send	their	soul	packing	to	Demura.
He	 hadn’t	 changed	 much	 from	 the	 last	 time	 she	 was	 here—not	 even	 his

posture.	Two	 shining,	 dark	 eyes	 had	 established	 dominance	 over	 his	 smoothly
weathered	 face,	 giving	 him	 the	 aggressive	 appearance	 of	 always	 leaning
malevolently	forward.	His	dark,	jet-black	hair	was	slickly	combed	back,	and	his
tailored,	black	Gucci	suit	was	the	epitome	of	neat,	urban	sophistication.	Yet	he
rolled	his	trouser	cuffs	up	casually	and	went	sockless.

A	rule-breaker.	Just	like	her.
Approaching	 his	 throne,	 Aislinn	 noted	 the	 decadent	 details,	 from	 the

embroidered	gold	and	ruby	insects	adorning	his	loafers	to	the	onyx-black	ring	on
his	left	ring	finger	that	absorbed	the	darkness,	and	she	smiled.	“Love	the	shoes.”

Styx	offered	a	smile	in	return	from	his	thin,	hard	mouth.	He	waved	his	hand
in	a	supercilious	manner.	“Aislinn.	I	was	hoping	we	would	meet	again.	No,	stop
right	there.	In	the	light.	I	don’t	think	I’ve	seen	you	before	in	such	a	glamorous



dress.	Or	out	 of	 one,	 for	 that	matter.”	His	 speaking	voice,	 a	 gruff	 husky	 tenor
with	the	hint	of	a	Bronx	accent,	added	to	the	impression	of	the	absolute	authority
he	conveyed	within	his	domain.

She	paused,	playing	along.	Styx	had	a	restless,	contemptuous	manner,	even
toward	the	people	he	liked.	Vlad	help	those	he	didn’t.

His	dark	eyes	traveled	over	her.
The	 dress	 clung	 to	 her	 lithe	 body	 lovingly.	 It	 was	 the	 softest	 calf	 leather.

Black	and	slinky	with	a	geometric	metallic	design	around	the	hem.	The	neckline
plunged	low,	as	did	the	back.

“A	work	of	art.	 I	could	have	you	hanging	on	my	wall.	What	a	 trophy.”	He
moved	a	broad,	 flat	hand,	sweeping	 the	padded	walls	of	 the	chamber.	Then	he
paused	and	waited	as	the	air	shifted	infinitesimally	about	them	as	Caleb	stiffened
with	umbrage.	Then,	he	threw	his	head	back	and	roared	with	laughter.

“Styx,”	 she	murmured	 politely.	 “You	 always	 did	 have	 a	 peculiar	 sense	 of
humor.”

He	launched	himself	from	the	armchair,	an	animalism	in	his	movement,	the
tailored	suit	straining	over	the	enormous	power	of	his	body.	“What	do	you	think?
Should	I	be	patting	you	down	for	concealed	weapons?”

“Even	if	I	had	any,”	Aislinn	replied	calmly,	knowing	her	skean	was	sheathed
next	to	her	inner	thigh,	“do	you	think	I	would	be	foolish	enough	to	try	and	use
them	on	you?”

“There	are	other,	more	potent	weapons	a	woman	has	in	her	arsenal	that	can
slay	 a	 man,”	 he	 said,	 his	 black	 eyes	 flashing	 about	 restlessly.	 “A	 woman’s
collarbones	point	the	way	to	her	deepest	mystery.	That	vulnerable	spot	between,
at	the	base	of	her	throat,	that	entices,	pulses,	throbs.	If	she’s	alive.	Her	neck	upon
which	her	head	rests	is	the	delicate	stem	of	a	lily.	No	wonder	it’s	like	the	flower
of	death.”	He	paused	as	 the	room	held	its	breath,	waiting	for	a	release.	“When
you	swallow	like	that,	I	can	tell	which	way	you’ll	fall.”

“It	won’t	be	into	your	arms,”	Aislinn	countered	with	a	smirk.
“Ha.	 Now	 that’s	 what	 I	 like	 about	 you,	 kitten.	 You’ve	 got	 claws.”	 Styx

chuckled.	“Let	me	pour	you	a	drink.”
He	crossed	the	opulent	red-leather	floor	with	its	brass	shoe	tacks,	mirroring



the	red-leather	walls,	where	his	minions	spent	their	days	in	supplication	on	their
knees,	and	he	stopped	at	the	burled	wood	and	brass	drinks’	table	to	pour	water
into	 two	hand-cut	crystal	glasses.	Then	he	blew	on	 the	glasses	and	watched	as
they	momentarily	iced	over.

“For	you,	kitten.”	He	held	 the	glass	out	 to	her.	Dubiously,	 she	 accepted	 it,
looking	deeply	at	its	contents.

And	she	drew	back	in	surprise.
“What?	Did	 you	 think	 only	His	 son	 could	 turn	water	 into	wine	 or	 blood?

Oldest	trick	in	the	book.	Now	bread	into	living	flesh?	That’s	a	little	bit	harder.”
Cole	was	beginning	to	like	this	demon.	He	was	a	rogue	and	reminded	him	a

little	 of	 Lord	 Byron.	 He	 knew	 things.	 He	 wondered	 if	 he	 could	 apply	 for	 an
apprenticeship	with	Styx	and	then	thought	better	of	it,	sighing	wistfully	at	a	lost
opportunity.	Aislinn	would	vivisect	him.

Aislinn	sipped	slowly	from	the	glass	and	was	instantly	warmed	by	the	rich,
metallic	 taste	 that	spread	through	her	 limbs.	Experiencing	a	moment	of	vertigo
where	she	teetered	on	the	edge,	there	was	an	immediate	synapsis,	a	spark	in	the
brain	 that	 brought	 the	 world	 into	 crystal-clear	 focus.	 Every	 sense	 sharpened,
honing	her	sight,	hearing,	and	even	her	movements.

“Wow.”	She	 passed	 the	 glass	 to	Caleb	 and	 knew	 that	 after	 feeding	 on	 this
blood,	she	would	not	need	to	feed	again	in	three	days.	And	that	was	brilliant—

And	way	too	dangerous.
Her	 curse	 was	 that	 she	 saw	 everything.	 But	 now	 it	 was	 amplified.	 The

chamber	 rippled	 around	 her,	 the	 boundary	 blurred	 between	 this	world	 and	 the
next.

She	 could	 have	 wept.	 She	 would	 have	 crossed	 the	 barrier	 of	 death	 and
snatched	back	her	sister,	if	only	it	was	possible.

She	wondered	 if	 this	 was	what	 it	 felt	 like	 to	 be	Kayne—and	 immediately
clamped	down	on	that	treacherous	thought.

Holy	hell!	Trust	a	demon	to	plant	seditious	seeds.
“One	 sip,	Cole,”	 she	warned	 and	 heard	 both	Cole’s	 resentful	 thoughts	 and

Styx’s	silent,	deep,	mocking	chuckle	in	her	head.	“One	only!”
“Don’t	be	too	hard	on	the	kid.	Let	him	live	a	 little.	He’s	old	enough	not	 to



need	a	mother	tying	his	shoelaces	for	him.”
Aislinn	 rounded	 on	 him,	 eyes	 flashing	 obsidian	 in	warning.	 “Styx,	 I	 hope

you	have	something	for	me	and	haven’t	brought	me	here	just	to	waste	my	time.”
“You’re	 crazy,	 kitten,”	 he	 said,	 knocking	 back	 his	 drink	 in	 a	 single	 gulp.

“Crazy	as	hell.	I	didn’t	bring	you	here.	You	came	of	your	own	free	will.”
She	held	 on	 to	 her	 rage	by	 the	 thinnest	 red	 thread.	 It	was	 like	 fencing	but

without	the	weapons.
She	pierced	him	with	her	eyes,	her	voice	flat.	“Styx.”
“Have	 it	your	own	way.”	Styx	shrugged.	His	gaze	was	 sharp,	 and	his	eyes

were	 an	 unfortunate,	 all-consuming	 black.	 Playtime	 was	 over.	 “I’ll	 give	 you
something	to	sink	your	teeth	into.	But,	you	see,	let’s	get	down	to	brass	tacks.	I’m
a	businessman.”

She	knew	this	moment	was	coming.	Everything	had	a	price.
She	 should	 have	 been	 afraid—for	 herself,	 for	 the	 others—but	 she	 wasn’t.

Cole,	however,	was	making	strangling	noises.
“Are	we	negotiating?”	Aislinn	slid	her	hands	to	her	hips,	her	eyes	narrowing

shrewdly.
“We’re	always	negotiating.”
Of	 course.	 This	 is	 Styx.	 Stupid,	 Aislinn,	 stupid.	 Wake	 up	 and	 smell	 the

corpses.
“What	do	you	need?”	Aislinn	replied	with	a	little	heat	in	her	voice.
Styx	looked	amused.	He	waggled	a	finger	at	her.	“Uh	uh,	that’s	not	the	right

question.”
Caleb’s	hands	began	to	shake	as	if	he	were	itching	for	a	seraph	blade.	He	was

a	little	gung-ho	that	way,	though	fat	lot	of	good	it	would	have	done	him	since	he
couldn’t	actually	touch	one	without	being	killed.	Besides,	 they	were	on	neutral
ground.

Her	 voice	 broke	 with	 frustration.	 She	 knew	 he	 wouldn’t	 be	 interested	 in
vampire	money.	“Okay,	then.	What	do	you	want?”

It	was	 probably	 not	 a	 good	question	 to	 ask	 a	 demon.	Especially	Styx.	She
had	seen	his	basement.

Styx	 didn’t	 answer	 for	 a	 moment,	 but	 kept	 gazing	 at	 Aislinn,	 his	 eyes



unblinking.	A	calculating	glint	came	into	the	demon’s	eyes.
“I	 don’t	 suppose	 you’d	 have	 the	 Spear	 of	 Destiny,	 now,	 would	 you?”	 he

asked	slyly.
She	 shot	 him	 a	 look.	 “If	 I	 had	 the	 Spear	 of	 Destiny,	 do	 you	 think	 I’d	 be

negotiating	with	you?”
“Thought	not.”	Styx	grimaced.	Then	moving	to	pour	himself	a	fresh	drink—

this	time,	a	whiskey	neat—he	swirled	the	amber	liquid	in	his	glass,	took	a	long,
slow	sip,	and	asked	cunningly,	“Joshua’s	trumpets?”

“No.”
“Moses’s	staff?”
“No.”
“The	guillotine	used	on	that	unfortunate	couple,	Louis	and	Marie,	during	the

Reign	of	Terror?”
She	gritted	her	teeth.	“No.”
Styx’s	dark	brows	rose	thoughtfully,	and	then	he	laughed.	It	was	more	like	a

bark.	“The	original	manuscript	of	de	Sade’s	The	120	Days	of	Sodom?”
“Wait.	What?	No.	Are	you	kidding	me?”	Aislinn’s	lips	compressed	in	a	tight

line.	Behind	 her,	 the	 others	 stirred	 restlessly.	None	 of	 them,	 except	 for	Caleb,
were	very	good	at	negotiations.

Styx	 shrugged	 slightly.	 Smiled.	 “I	 like	 to	 read.	Deflowering	 virgins	 gets	 a
little	 boring.	 Besides,	 there	 aren’t	many	 of	 them	 these	 days.”	His	 hard	mouth
curved	up	as	he	gazed	at	her	companions.	“Though	I’d	be	happy	to	break	in	your
young	Sanguis.”

Several	sets	of	eyes	turned	to	look	at	the	two	Sanguis	standing	near	the	door.
Varya’s	pale	eyes	went	wide,	and	she	immediately	held	up	her	hands.	“Don’t

look	at	me.	That	cherry	was	popped	a	long	time	ago.”
All	eyes	swiveled	in	Cole’s	direction,	all	but	Aislinn,	who	knew	every	one	of

her	companions’	dirty	little	secrets.
Bringing	 Cole	 had	 definitely	 been	 a	 mistake.	 And	 she	 regretted	 thinking

earlier	 that	 he	 had	 to	 grow	 up	 sooner	 rather	 than	 later.	 Her	 naïve,	 sensitive
firstborn	wasn’t	cut	out	for	Styx’s	chocolate	box	of	cream-filled	depravity.	She
would	have	done	a	facepalm,	but	the	sticky	situation	prevented	it.



Styx	broke	into	a	dark	laugh	as	Cole	blushed	bashfully	under	the	scrutiny	of
his	 friends.	Flushing	a	motley	 red	with	 the	blood	almost	 immediately	draining
away,	his	pale	skin	now	started	to	take	on	a	faintly	greenish	hue.	He	was	winding
himself	up	to	a	fever	pitch	of	anxiety.

This	wasn’t	good.
Before	Cole	could	say	anything	to	defend	himself,	Caleb’s	voice	cut	in,	gruff

and	 accusatory.	 “I	 thought	 you	 said	 you	 knew	 how	 to	 handle	 yourself	 among
women?”



C

CHAPTER	10

ole	hung	his	head,	a	burning	bitterness	rising	inside.	Aislinn	could	feel	his
chaotic	emotions,	enhanced	by	the	blood	beverage	Styx	had	given	them,

and	flinched.	Ashamed.	Stupid.	Angry.
Styx	noted	this,	and	his	eyes	narrowed	slightly.	“I’m	looking	for	a	new	act	in

my	 carnal	 theater.	 Dance	 of	 the	 Seven	 Veils.	 Whore	 of	 Babylon.	 They’re	 so
passé.”	In	this	context,	it	was	clear	what	Styx	was	implying.

“Too	 bad	 cashing	 in	 the	 V	 card	 can	 only	 happen	 once,”	 Varya	 said
sardonically,	raising	an	eyebrow.

“Once,	yes,”	Styx	said,	deliberately	 turning	his	back	on	 them	as	he	moved
toward	his	armchair	and	sank	into	it.	He	had	a	body	capable	of	substantial	force,
a	 cruel	 body.	 “But	 we’ve	 got	 an	 eternity	 to	 play	 out	 this	 scene.	 And	 Cole’s
exactly	how	I	like	‘em.	Unfettered	by	experience.”

“No.	Cole’s	not	for	sale	or	trade	or	hire.	If	you	don’t	like	that,	take	it	up	with
his	grandsire.”	Aislinn’s	voice	was	flat,	emotionless.

It	 was	 a	 huge	 risk	 referring	 to	 Kayne,	 who	 probably	 wouldn’t	 give	 a
weremonkey’s	ass	whether	Cole	lived	or	died.	She	wasn’t	even	certain	he	knew
who	Cole	was	 since	 he	 had	 so	many	 descendants.	And	 if	 he	 did	 know	of	 her
progeny’s	 existence,	 she	was	 almost	 a	 hundred-percent	 certain	 he	would	 hand
over	Cole	 to	 Styx.	 Just	 for	 shits	 and	 giggles.	Because	 that	was	 her	 father,	 the
meanest	bastard	around.

And	lucky	for	her	that	at	the	mention	of	Kayne’s	wrath,	Styx	didn’t	want	to
try	his	luck.



“Well,	it	looks	like	we’ve	hit	a	gridlock,	as	they	say,”	he	replied,	chuckling.
“Sure	you	don’t	want	to	reconsider?	One	dark	mage	for	one	pasty	poet?”

There	was	nothing—nothing—she	wanted	more	in	the	world	than	what	Styx
had	to	offer	by	way	of	information.	She	was	desperate.	She’d	made	a	promise.
The	thought	of	justice	burned	within	her,	warming	her	throughout	the	long,	cold
millennium.

But,	 equally,	 there	 was	 just	 no	 way	 in	 hell,	 or	 even	 to	 buy	 her	 way	 into
heaven	for	that	matter,	she	was	going	to	hand	over	Cole.

She’d	done	a	 lot	of	questionable	 things	 in	her	 life	she	wasn’t	 too	proud	of,
but	she	stopped	short	of	going	as	far	as	 to	barter	Cole’s	soul	away,	despite	her
dire	need.

Forcing	herself	to	remain	calm	and	in	control,	though	she	felt	the	stirrings	of
blood	 rage	 escaping,	 making	 her	 want	 to	 tear	 this	 place	 apart,	 Aislinn	 turned
toward	the	others.	“I	think	we’re	done	here,”	she	told	them	curtly.

Cole’s	relief	was	palpable.	Her	other	companions	took	it	in	their	stride.	They
were	much	more	pragmatic	about	such	things.

The	burly	Malum	nodded,	 though	he	might	 as	well	 have	 shrugged	 since	 it
was	 so	 careless.	 She	 knew	 Caleb	 liked	 nothing	 more	 than	 a	 good	 fight,	 but
taking	on	a	demon	as	mean	as	Styx	required	balls	of	steel,	silver,	and	gold.

Literally.	Big	motherfucking	cannonballs	blessed	by	the	church.
It	was	a	pity	that	it	would	also	spell	a	vampire’s	doom.
Varya	had	already	turned	toward	the	door	when	Styx	stated	bluntly,	“I	don’t

think	so.	We’re	done	when	I	say	we’re	done,	and	I’m	not	finished	with	you	yet.”
Aislinn	wanted,	and	not	for	the	first	time,	to	kill	him.	To	carve	out	his	heart

with	a	blunt	spoon,	open	up	his	arteries,	and	bleed	him	dry,	flay	his	skin	off	his
cunning	little	carcass	while	keeping	him	alive—though	he	probably	would	have
enjoyed	it.

Saturday	night	in	the	Styx	household.	Fun	and	games.
Aislinn	watched	 him	warily.	 She	 experienced	 the	wrath	 of	Kayne	 igniting.

Her	fists	clenched	impotently	at	her	sides.
Styx’s	teeth	were	showing.	He	was	every	inch	the	Demon	Don,	the	shark,	the

Mafia	boss,	the	gangster.



“I	would	suggest	 that	you	clearly	state	what	you	want.	Or	I’m	walking	out
that	door.”	She	tilted	her	head	defiantly,	looking	up	through	long	eyelashes.	She
was	consumed	with	a	blinding,	white-hot	rage.	A	visceral	need	to	drive	the	stake
home.	“You	see,	I’ve	got	your	number,	Styx.	And	it	doesn’t	begin	and	end	with	a
six.”

The	grin	deserted	his	face.	What	was	left	in	its	wake	was	terrifying.	“You’re
not	 going	 to	 walk	 out	 of	 here	 without	 getting	 what	 you	 came	 for.	 You’re
bluffing,	kitten.”

Play	it	cool,	Aislinn.
“I	 came	here	 for	 information,	but	 so	 far,	 you’ve	given	me	nothing.	 I	 don’t

know	 if	 it’s	 even	 good	 information.	 It	might	 be	 garbage	 for	 all	 I	 know.”	Styx
bristled	 at	 this,	 but	 Aislinn	 plowed	 on.	 “But	 in	 the	 end?	 I	 don’t	 give	 a	 shit.
Because	you	and	I	both	know	that	the	only	person	who	might	even	be	remotely
interested	in	buying	it	from	you	is	me.	And	without	me,	you	don’t	have	a	client.”
She	was	bluffing.	She	had	waited	so	long	for	the	information	he	held.	She	was
desperate	 for	 it.	 But	 if	 she	 showed	 Styx	 her	 desperation,	 he	 would	 have	 her
trapped	and	at	his	mercy.	It	was	a	matter	of	who	was	going	to	swerve	first	in	this
game	 of	 chicken.	 “So,	 Styx,	 you	 say	 you’re	 a	 businessman?	 What’s	 your
information	worth	to	you?”

His	 eyes	were	 the	 color	 of	 the	 gemstone	 set	 into	 his	 ring,	 dominating	 his
smoothly-weathered	face.	He	stared	at	her	for	a	silent	moment.	She	thought	he
was	going	to	crush	her.	He	looked	like	he	wanted	to.

Then,	mercurial	as	ever,	he	threw	back	his	head	and	bit	off	a	raucous	laugh.
“You’re	 getting	 good	 at	 this	 game,	 kitten,”	 Styx	 said,	 giving	 a	 thin,	 hard

smile.	It	was	a	typical	Styx	smile.	“Soon,	you’ll	be	playing	with	the	high	rollers.
I’d	even	 stake	you.”	He	held	up	his	 large,	 square	hands	 to	ward	off	 an	attack.
“No	pun	intended.”

She	rolled	her	eyes.	If	she	had	a	heart,	it	would	have	resumed	beating.	Their
game	wasn’t	over.	At	least,	not	yet.

“Well,	what’s	 it	going	 to	be,	Styx?”	she	 tossed	off	nonchalantly.	“I	haven’t
got	all	night.”

“Well,	that’s	the	million-soul	question,	isn’t	it?”	Styx	reclined,	resuming	the



pose	he	had	greeted	them	with,	one	knee	crossed,	clasped	hands	at	his	chin.	He’d
played	 this	 game	 longer	 than	 her—much	 longer	 and	 with	 more	 experienced
opponents.	“What	have	you	got	to	offer?”

Aislinn	opened	her	mouth	 to	 speak,	but	before	 the	words	could	even	 leave
her	lips,	another	voice	piped	up	as	her	firstborn	said,	“An	original	composition
by	a	little-known	poet	with	prodigious	talent.”

“Oh	fuck!	Vlad	spare	me!”	Caleb	moaned	under	his	breath.

“‘Death	is	the	dark	room	where	you	left	me.	All	alone	in	my	misery.	For	you,	I
suffered	willingly—’,”	Cole	recited,	his	voice	incandescent	with	bliss.	Euphoria
was	written	all	over	his	face.	“‘I’m	overexposed—’”

Under	her	breath,	Aislinn	groaned.	Oh	Vlad,	we’re	so	totally	fucked!
She	couldn’t	even	bear	 to	 look	at	 the	others,	 fearful	 they	would	blame	her.

She’d	brought	them	to	this	pass,	so	she	was	responsible.	There	was	no	way	she
was	leaving	with	the	information	she	sought	now.	Everything—everything—that
meant	anything	to	her	was	going	up	in	flames	before	her	eyes.	In	fact,	she’d	be
lucky	to	get	the	others	out	alive.	They	were	doomed.

“I’ve	never	suffered	so	much	in	my	life.”	Caleb	looked	totally	demoralized,
like	he	was	going	to	cry.	“Willingly?	It’s	more	like	a	hostage	situation.”

“It’s	torture,”	Varya	agreed,	horrified.
“It’s	brilliant,”	Styx	breathed,	transfixed	by	Cole’s	performance.	“It’s	simple.

It’s	 effective.	 It’s	 sadistic.	 I’ve	 spent	 centuries	 devising	 the	 most	 vile,	 cruel,
heinous,	vindictive,	and	inhumane	ways	to	torment	my	clients,	but	this—this—is
inspiring.”

Aislinn	froze,	wisely	choosing	to	remain	silent.	She	kept	her	gaze	on	Cole,
despite	the	temptation	to	look	over	at	Styx	and	see	if	he	was	for	real.

Minutes	which	seemed	like	centuries	ticked	by.	Cole’s	voice	continued	like
the	sound	of	nails	on	a	chalkboard.

Maybe	 there	was	a	chance.	A	slim	chance.	Maybe	 they	would	walk	out	of
here	alive	and	with	the	information	she	so	desperately	sought.	Maybe.



One	thing	was	for	sure—
Styx	is	right,	she	conceded.	It	is	excruciating.
The	performance	over,	 the	demon	club	owner	 leaped	 to	his	 feet	 to	applaud

the	young	Sanguis	in	a	standing	ovation.	“Bravo!	Bravo!	Bravissimo!”
Aislinn	rose	slowly,	her	applause	far	less	enthusiastic.
“Pure	genius.	He’s	a	maestro	at	inflicting	suffering,	Aislinn.	No	wonder	you

didn’t	want	 to	 part	with	 him.”	 From	 his	 breast	 pocket,	 Styx	withdrew	 a	 flash
drive	which	he	handed	over	to	her.	“Mea	culpa.	I	failed	to	see	his	value.”

What	the	Vlad?	Seriously?
“A	deal	 is	 a	deal.	But—”	Styx	 looked	at	 the	pale,	 slim	Sanguis	again	with

admiration.	 “Perhaps	 you	 can	 loan	 him	 to	me	 for	 a	while?	Or	maybe	we	 can
negotiate	an	apprenticeship?”

“Maybe.	I’ll	think	about	it.”	But	her	thoughts	were	already	flying	away,	far
beyond	this	moment,	to	some	future	where	the	heads	of	three	Druids	were	lying
at	her	feet,	her	promise	finally	fulfilled.

Her	hand	trembled	as	she	clutched	the	flash	drive	to	her	chest.
Taken	off	guard,	she	was	stunned	to	be	freely	given	the	information	she	had

sought	for	so	long	and	with	such	single-minded	tenacity.
And	now,	because	of	Cole—Cole!	Her	 foolish,	naïve,	blundering	 firstborn!

—she	had	the	keys	to	the	kingdom.
Vengeance—no,	justice—was	finally	within	her	grasp.
Overcome	with	emotion,	she	began	to	cry.	Silent	tears	slid	down	her	cheeks.

And	she	just	wanted	to	give	her	offspring	the	biggest	bearhug	ever.
Beside	 her,	 the	 burly	 ex-military	 elite-forces	 soldier	 was	 also	 openly

weeping.	“Thank	Vlad,	it’s	over!	It’s	finally	over!”

Departing	 from	 Styx	 with	 her	 precious	 information,	 Aislinn	 and	 her	 group
headed	toward	the	high	road	with	its	late-night	restaurants,	bars,	and	nightclubs
at	the	crossroads	between	the	mortal	and	vampire	districts	of	London.	With	their
senses	attuned	to	the	world	around	them,	they	could	hear	the	distant	heartbeat	of



humans	getting	drunk	 in	 the	pubs	and	 theater	cafés,	buzzing	and	brawling	and
laughing.	It	was	not	difficult	to	choose	where	to	dine	among	this	hive	of	human
suffering.

There	was	nothing	Aislinn	would	have	 liked	more	 than	 to	 rush	back	 to	 the
coven	and	go	through	the	flash	drive,	filled	with	an	urgency	to	scour	through	the
information	Styx	had	given	her.	But	she	was	also	jacked	up	from	the	blood	Styx
had	fed	them—and	wild	with	the	need	to	celebrate.	She	was	elated	and	relieved
and	 experiencing	 a	 sudden	 rush	 of	 freedom,	much	 like	 a	 college	 student	 after
finishing	their	last	exam.

And	Cole	was	thirsty	after	his	performance,	so	that	decided	it.
Although	 she	 didn’t	 feel	 the	 cold,	 Aislinn	 put	 on	 her	 black	 leather	 coat,

which	 flapped	 in	 the	wind	with	a	sound	 like	bats’	wings,	and	she	 threaded	her
arm	through	Cole’s,	taking	him	by	surprise.

“I’m	proud	of	you,”	she	whispered	in	his	ear.
He	was	astonished	but	pleased	at	her	sudden	praise.
Cole	knew	Aislinn’s	taste	in	poetry	was	limited	by	her	age.	It	was	the	trouble

with	 the	older	generations.	They	were	 almost	geriatric	 and	couldn’t	 appreciate
his	 generation’s	 music	 and	 books	 and	 films.	 Hell!	 Some	 were	 virtually
mummified,	and	that	was	by	choice.	He	didn’t	get	it.

He	 couldn’t	 expect	 her	 to	 understand	 or	 appreciate	 the	 artistry	 behind	 his
poetry	 when	 she	 still	 liked	 the	 medieval	 caterwauling	 that	 she	 called	 ballads
from	her	 youth.	They	 sounded	 even	worse	 in	 the	 original	 Irish	Gaelic.	But	 he
didn’t	want	to	hurt	her	feelings	and	tell	her	just	how	terrible	they	were.

“Thanks,”	 Cole	 said,	 feeling	 dazed.	 Then,	 realizing	 this	 was	 as	 good	 an
opportunity	as	any,	he	took	a	deep	and	unnecessary	breath	and	continued.	“I	was
thinking.	 I	 don’t	 suppose	 you’d	 mind	 if	 I	 accepted	 Styx’s	 offer	 of	 an
apprenticeship?”

“What?”	Aislinn’s	eyebrows	shot	up	 into	her	hairline,	and	she	 immediately
pulled	her	arm	out	from	Cole’s,	wheeling	around	to	face	her	offspring.	“Are	you
frigging	 crazy?	 You	 want	 to	 work	 for	 that	 hell-spawned	 wheeler	 dealer?	 We
barely	got	out	of	there	alive.	No	way.	Not	happening,	Cole.	Over	my	twice-dead
body—”



“I	knew	you	wouldn’t	understand!”
Cole	felt	cheated.	Why	was	she	allowed	 to	break	 the	rules,	and	he	wasn’t?

Everyone	 talked	about	how	wild	 she	was	 in	her	youth.	How	much	a	 rebel	 she
was.	She	thought	she	was	such	a	badass.

It	wasn’t	fair.	Okay,	now	she	was	just	pissing	him	off.
“You	never	let	me	have	any	fun!”
“Fun?”	She	 fumed,	 the	 storm	 forming	 in	 her	 expression	 bringing	with	 it	 a

rage	 that	darkly	clouded	her	eyes.	“Fun?	This	 is	Styx	we’re	 talking	about.	He
makes	 your	 uncles	 look	 like	 bloodsucking	 amateurs.	 There’s	 not	 an	 exorcist
alive	 who	 wants	 to	 tangle	 with	 Styx.	 He	 was	 hustling	 souls	 in	 Jesus’s	 time.
Maybe	I	should	have	let	him	make	you	a	notch	on	his	bedpost.	Literally.	Then,
see	how	much	you	like	his	idea	of	fun.”

He	hated	when	she	was	patronizing.
Cole	 straightened,	 staring	 at	 her.	 “I’m	 not	 allowed	 to	 see,	 am	 I?	 I’m	 not

allowed	 to	 do	 anything.	You	want	 to	wrap	me	 in	 dental	 gauze.	But	 I’m	 not	 a
child	anymore.	All	you	want	to	do	is	control	me	and	my	life!	No	wonder	Dorian
left!”

“Dorian	 did	 not	 leave.	Dorian	was	 kicked	 out	 for	 disrespecting	 his	maker.
The	situation	is	far	more	complex	than	your	simple	understanding,	boy.”	Caleb
pulled	at	his	 starched	collar	with	such	 force	 it	gave	way.	 It	provided	no	 relief.
The	bulging	vein	in	his	thick	neck	looked	like	it	was	a	ticking	bomb	waiting	to
explode.	“You	want	 to	work	 for	Styx?	Yeah,	 is	 that	what	you	want?	People	 in
Demura	want	ice	water.	We	can’t	always	get	what	we	want.”

“Aislinn	 just	did,”	Cole	pointed	out	angrily.	 “It’s	on	 that	 stupid	 stick	 stuck
between	her	breasts.”

Varya	 clapped	Cole	 around	 the	 head,	making	 his	 ears	 ring.	Her	 voice	was
cold,	 even	 brutal.	 “Grow	 up.	 Aislinn’s	 spent	 a	 millennium	 searching	 for	 this
knowledge.	You	don’t	know	what	she’s	done	to	get	it.	She	wasn’t	waiting	for	a
visit	from	the	Tooth	Fairy.”

Aislinn	placed	a	light	hand	on	Varya’s	arm,	less	to	restrain	than	to	calm	her.
“Cole,	 this	 isn’t	 the	 time	or	place	 to	discuss	 this,”	Aislinn	said,	aware	of	a

sudden	frisson	of	disturbed	air	behind	them.



“No!	This	is	the	right	time.	Right	now.	I’m	not	going	to	wait	another	century
for	you	to	feel	I’ve	finally	grown	up	enough	to	have	an	adult	conversation	about
my	future.	This	is	my	life.	Mine!	Do	you	even	care	about	any	of	us,	or	does	that
piece	of	plastic	mean	more	than	Caleb	or	Varya	or—or	me?	Sometimes,	it	feels
like	you	don’t	need	anyone	at	all.	Do	any	of	us	matter	to	you,	or	are	we	just	here
for	your	amusement?”	Cole	was	bitter.	Every	slight,	every	cutting	remark,	all	of
it	just	poured	out.	“Am	I	just	a	joke	to	you?	You	turned	me	into	a	vampire,	but
I’m	 still	 the	 stupid	 Romantic	 poet	 who	 thought	 he	 was	 better	 than	 his	 more
famous	cousin	 to	you,	aren’t	I?	You’re	no	better	 than	Styx,	but	at	 least	he	acts
like	the	monster	he	is.	He	doesn’t	pretend	that	he	cares	about	me.	Well,	I	don’t
need	you.	I	don’t	need	any	of	you!	I’ve	had	enough.	I’m	done.”	It	probably	went
further	than	he	intended,	but	Cole	felt	a	surge	of	blood	rage	well	up	inside	him,
carried	 along	 his	 veins	 in	 the	 euphoria	 and	 exhaustion	 from	 Styx’s	 blood
beverage	and	his	poetic	recital.	The	words	spilled	from	his	lips	before	he	could
call	them	back,	and	he	watched	as	his	maker	paled.

Aislinn	looked	at	him,	her	face	a	mask	of	bitter	hurt	and	disappointment	as	if
he	had	staked	her	 in	 the	heart.	 It	 seemed	 ironic	 that	 she	had	 fought	 so	hard	 to
keep	him	alive	and	with	her	all	these	decades.

She	had	assumed	he	would	always	need	her	more	than	Dorian.	Perhaps	she
was	wrong.

Then	she	drew	herself	up,	and	the	rage	burning	in	her	eyes	had	never	made
her	seem	more	like	Kayne.

“You	 foolish	 child,”	 she	 said	 in	 a	 voice	 that	 was	 frighteningly	 soft	 and
gentle.	 “You	 think	 you’ve	 had	 enough?	 How	 can	 you	 even	 comprehend	 the
meaning	of	that	word	in	the	two	centuries	you’ve	lived?	You	believe	age	makes
you	mature,	makes	you	ready	to	face	down	a	demon	and	bargain	with	the	devil?”
Her	 chest	 was	 heaving	 in	 fury.	 “You	 dare	 call	 me	 a	 monster	 when	 I	 have
protected	 you	 since	 your	 rebirth?	Who	 are	 you	 to	 judge	me	 or	my	 humanity?
You	think	your	life,	so	dear-achieved,	came	cheaply	and	that	the	cost	was	solely
yours?	You	cannot	even	begin	 to	understand	what	 I	have	endured,	 the	anguish
and	guilt	 and	 loss	and	pain.	No.	We	are	not	 done.	We	will	never	 be	done.	We
have	an	eternity	together.	Time	changes	nothing.	You	and	I	will	go	on	until	the



Rapture,	if	need	be.	And	I	will	be	holding	your	hand	when	you	face	Satan,	my
son.”

There	was	a	resounding,	harrowing	silence.
Caleb	and	Varya	were	shocked	at	the	intensity	of	their	exchange.	For	the	first

time,	they	were	struck	by	the	reality	of	her	lineage.	The	daughter	of	Kayne	was
as	beautiful	and	powerful	as	a	snowstorm,	her	words	the	crack	and	rumble	of	an
avalanche.

They	stood	awkwardly,	staring	first	at	Aislinn	and	then	at	Cole.
Aislinn’s	eyes	were	strikingly	obsidian,	huge	in	her	pale,	pixie-like	face.
Without	another	word,	she	 turned	on	her	heel	and	strode	off	 into	 the	chilly

darkness,	uncaring	if	they	were	following	her.
The	 fight	 had	 suddenly	 gone	 out	 of	 Cole.	 Childlike,	 he	 deflated,	 seeming

smaller	 both	 in	 character	 and	 in	 size,	 his	 feelings	 a	 chaos	 of	 negativity.	 The
others	would	not	meet	his	eyes.	And	he	felt	awfully	alone.



A

CHAPTER	11

islinn’s	 disappearance,	 abrupt	 as	 it	was,	 left	 the	 others	 hanging	 around
uncertainly.	It	was	impossible	to	catch	up	to	Aislinn	since	her	birthright

meant	 her	 superior	 strength	 and	 speed	 gave	 her	 an	 unfair	 advantage.	 She	was
probably	long	gone	by	now.

And	it	was	all	Cole’s	fault.
The	 other	 two	 vampires	 cast	 long,	 dark	 gazes	 loaded	with	 accusation	 and

anger	 at	 him,	 but	 they	 remained	 silent.	 There	 had	 been	 enough	 words	 hurled
about	this	night	in	rage.

Besides,	something	felt	instinctively	wrong.
“We’re	being	followed,”	Caleb	said	cautiously.
“It’s	the	fangirl	from	the	club,”	Varya	said	dismissively,	her	nostrils	flaring	in

response.	“I	picked	up	her	scent	two	blocks	back.”
“Vlad’s	 tits.	 No,	 that’s	 not	 it.	 Something	 else.”	 Caleb’s	 hand	 reflexively

reached	for	his	weapons.	The	blades	glinted	wickedly	in	the	darkness,	catching
the	light	from	the	streetlamps.	“C’mon.	Hurry.”

They	were	too	vulnerable	out	in	the	open.	He	urged	them	toward	a	slightly
more	defensible	area	that	would	give	them	the	advantage	since	the	streetlamp’s
illumination	failed	to	reach	it.

Cole’s	 pale	 eyes	 fixed	 upon	 the	 brawny	 veteran	 whose	 expression	 was
unexpectedly	grim.	“What	is	it?”

Varya	grinned.	It	wasn’t	a	particularly	pleasant	grin	in	her	ruddy	face,	and	it
did	nothing	to	reassure	Cole.	“Hunters,”	she	answered.



“Cole,”	Caleb	said,	a	great	pack	of	muscles	shifted	when	his	shoulders	and
chest	moved	under	his	thin	suit	as	he	stretched,	readying	for	the	fight.

“What?”
“None	of	your	stupid	shit	here.”	His	black	eyes	flashed	threateningly	at	the

foolish	Sanguis	poet,	making	him	swallow.	“I	mean	it,	or	I’ll	kill	you	myself.”
A	shiver	passed	down	Cole’s	spine	that	had	nothing	to	do	with	the	chill	night

air	and	everything	to	do	with	his	sudden	recognition	that	this	was	the	first	time
Aislinn	 wasn’t	 around	 to	 protect	 him.	 He	 knew	 he	 wasn’t	 completely
defenseless.	After	all,	he	had	more	teeth	than	these	hunters	and	at	least	a	hundred
years’	more	experience	than	them.	But	this	failed	to	reassure	him.

He	had	always	taken	it	for	granted	that	his	maker	would	be	around	in	a	fight
since	it	was	her	maternal	duty	to	take	care	of	him.	He	didn’t	know	where	he	got
that	idea	from,	maybe	from	Aislinn	herself,	but	he	had	never	questioned	it	until
now.

The	 two	warriors	 instinctively	 settled	 into	 a	 fighting	 stance.	Caleb	 ignored
the	 discomfort	 of	 his	 restrictive	 finery,	 itching	 and	 chafing	 against	 war-
roughened	skin.	But	he	was	not	unused	to	discomfort,	having	recently	returned
from	his	last	mission	in	the	Baltic	region.	Even	at	Nocturne,	the	nightclub	owner
kept	up	his	rigid	martial	code	and	training.	The	sheathed	tactical	blades	which	he
always	 carried	 with	 him,	 now	 dangerously	 luminous,	 glinting	 in	 the	 wan
moonlight.

Caleb	 was	 ready	 for	 the	 fight.	 He	 prided	 himself	 on	 his	 battle-hardened
nature,	his	take-no-prisoners	attitude.

“Fortes	Fortuna	Iuvat,”	he	muttered	under	his	breath	and	turned	toward	the
shadows	on	the	walls	of	the	building	as	they	moved	swiftly,	running	and	leaping
in	tight	formation.

Three	of	them.	Human	hunters	sanctioned	by	the	church.	They	were	trained,
no	doubt,	by	that	crazy	priest	and	the	church’s	twisted	experiment	that	resulted
in	 the	 Immortal	Huntress,	known	 to	 them	as	Rebekah,	 a	mongrel	 if	 there	ever
was	one.

Caleb	 spat	 as	 if	 ridding	 his	 mouth	 of	 an	 unpleasant	 taste.	 He’d	 heard	 the
rumors.	And	he’d	gathered	enough	intelligence	for	Julius	to	know	the	truth.	But



he	 resented	 the	 idea	 that	 they	 had	 somehow	 used	 vampire	 blood	 to	 create	 a
human	hybrid.

But	like	all	good	operatives,	that	information	was	locked	away	in	his	brain.
He	wasn’t	going	to	betray	his	sworn	blood	oath	and	tell	the	elders’	secrets,	even
to	Aislinn.

But	so	far	as	he	could	 tell,	 the	hunters	approaching	were	ordinary	humans.
Well,	ordinary	humans	with	extraordinary	skills.

Varya	 fully	 expected	 to	 see	 the	 Immortal	 Huntress	 or	 something	 similar
coalesce	 out	 of	 the	 shadows,	 vaulting	 in	 that	 trained	 motion	 learned	 from
parkour,	moving	with	fluidity	like	water.	She’d	seen	shapeshifters	bound	across
great	distances	to	land	crouching,	fawning	and	snarling,	masterful	in	their	gaits,
their	strike	incredibly	accurate	as	they	tore	the	throats	from	their	foe.	She’d	seen
rolling	fog	and	shadows	conjured	by	dark	mages	in	Romania.	She’d	seen	what
they	 had	 produced	 from	 their	 blood	 circles—being	 reborn	wasn’t	 the	 same	 as
attempting	to	raise	the	dead.

“Three.	That’s	good.	An	even	match.”
Cole	shot	her	a	look	out	of	the	side	of	his	black	eyes.	He	wondered	if	anyone

had	ever	told	Varya	that	she	was	batshit	crazy.	And	survived.
“I	don’t	have	a	weapon,”	Cole	said	nervously.	He	didn’t	even	have	his	quill,

which	at	least	had	a	pointy	end	to	defend	him.	It	was	back	at	the	coven.
Varya	 swore	 in	Czech.	 It	 sounded	 harsh	 and	 guttural.	And	he	was	 glad	 he

didn’t	know	what	 it	meant	because	 if	her	 filthy	expression	was	anything	 to	go
by,	it	couldn’t	have	been	anything	fit	for	young	ears.

She	thrust	one	of	her	daggers	into	his	frozen	palm.	“Try	to	get	blood	on	it.”
He	 grimaced	 as	 his	 fangs	 elongated	 and	 snapped	 into	 place.	 “What’s	with

you	guys	and	knives?	Didn’t	anyone	think	to	bring	a	gun?	And	bullets?	Humans
are	easier	to	take	down	with	guns	and	bullets!”

Varya	shrugged.	“No	fun	if	 there’s	no	fighting.	Shoot	them,	especially	with
the	 ammunition	 Benjamin	 and	 Caleb	 have	 developed,	 and	 they’re	 dead.	 Not
even	mostly	dead.	Just	dead.	Where’s	the	fun	in	that?”

Cole	sighed.	It	was	hard	to	argue	with	someone	who	was	batshit	crazy.
Then	 the	 hunter	 triune	 burst	 from	 the	 shadows	 as	 a	 flaming	 arrow	 arced



through	the	air	in	their	direction.
“Vlad!”	 Varya	 spat	 the	 single	 invective	 that	 was	 so	 jarring,	 Cole	 didn’t

recognize	it	as	anything	but	a	command	to	stand	his	ground.	Then,	with	obvious
relish,	she	said,	“Oh	yeah,	they’ve	brought	their	A-game!”

Somewhere	high	up	on	one	of	the	surrounding	buildings,	a	marksman	hid	in
the	 shadows,	 ready	 to	pick	 them	off	 from	a	distance.	Varya	 smiled	darkly.	So,
not	just	the	three	hunters	as	they’d	first	thought.

Cole	had	some	misgivings.	They	were	outnumbered.
“At	my	signal,”	Caleb	said,	smiling	mirthlessly,	“unleash	hell.”
His	dark	Mark	of	Cain	flared	in	calculated	rage.
Time	slowed	down	to	a	trickle.	All	three	felt	it.	There	was	a	stillness,	like	an

indrawn	breath,	like	being	in	the	eye	of	a	storm.	Then,	the	chill	wind	burst	across
Cole’s	skin	right	as	the	defiant	holler	rose	from	the	hunter	triune,	the	battle	cry.

“Death	for	honor!”	Caleb	roared	in	response,	launching	himself	at	the	young
hunter	who	threw	himself	into	the	attack	with	a	fanatic	fervor.

“That’s	 his	 signal?”	 Cole	 paused	 to	 ask.	 He	 didn’t	 want	 to	 die,	 even	 for
honor.

“Just	let	it	go,”	warned	Varya,	starting	forward,	right	hand	raised,	her	dagger
glinting	 dangerously,	 threatening	 bloodshed.	 She	 looked	 like	 a	 pretty	 doll
playing	with	her	brothers’	toys,	yet	right	or	left	with	Varya,	it	didn’t	matter.	She
was	feral	when	she	fought.	You	could	arm	Varya	with	a	pen,	and	it	was	deadlier
than	the	sword	in	her	hands.	He	knew.	She’d	used	one	of	his	quills	to	take	down
a	shapeshifter	once.	He	still	mourned	the	loss.	It	was	one	of	his	favorites,	gold-
plated	 with	 an	 ostrich	 feather.	 He	 hoped	 she	 didn’t	 die	 tonight	 since	 she	 still
hadn’t	repaid	him.

Still,	 she’s	only	a	girl,	Cole	 thought	 as	he	watched	a	 solid,	 ugly	brute	of	 a
human	bear	down	on	her.	She	looked	so	small	beside	him.	Some	latent,	barely
examined	chivalry	kicked	in.	Cole	couldn’t	help	himself	from	moving	ahead	of
where	Varya	had	chosen	to	position	herself	to	face	the	brawny	tattooed	hunter.

“Vlad’s	 balls,	 Cole,	 what	 the	 fuck	 are	 you	 doing?”	 Varya	 hissed,	 dancing
around	 him	 to	 face	 her	 opponent	 who	 almost	 managed	 to	 stab	 Cole	 with	 the
cypress	stake	he	was	wielding.	Grunting,	Varya	gave	a	high	hammer	kick,	and



the	stake	flew	harmlessly	across	the	pavement.
“Helping	you,”	Cole	answered	bravely.
Varya	laughed,	jabbing	the	wickedly	sharp	tip	of	her	dagger	into	the	ribs	of

the	hunter	and	drawing	first	blood.	She	licked	her	lips,	clearly	enjoying	herself.
“Helping	me?	Vlad,	Cole!	Do	me	a	favor,	will	you?	Don’t	help	me.	Just	try	not
to	 get	 yourself	 killed	 tonight.	 If	 you	die,	 I’ll	 have	 a	 lot	 of	 explaining	 to	 do	 to
Aislinn.”

Cole	winced,	believing	he	owed	his	maker	an	apology.	“I	think	that’s	going
to	be	the	case	whether	I	get	myself	killed	or	not.”

“You	 have	 no	 idea.”	 Varya	 laughed	 again,	 whirling	 to	 face	 her	 adversary,
whom	 she	 let	 collect	 his	 stake	 with	 a	 quick	 roll	 and	 lunge.	 She	 liked	 the
challenge.	 It	was	only	 fair	 to	give	him	a	 sporting	chance	and	 let	him	 think	he
was	going	to	win.

He	was	on	his	feet	in	seconds,	ready	to	take	her	on.
Damn,	he	was	good.	She	preferred	a	contest.	It	made	her	blood	boil.	In	her

opinion,	there	was	nothing	better	than	fighting	and	fucking.
Suddenly,	a	blood-curdling,	inhuman	scream	echoed	from	half	a	block	away.
“Vlad’s	hairy	balls!	Fangirl	alert!”	Varya	deflected	a	kick	aimed	at	her	thigh.

“Caleb?”
Caleb	dispatched	the	hunter	he	was	toying	with,	parrying	each	thrust	of	the

enemy’s	seraph	blade	before	lashing	out	and	cutting	the	hunter’s	legs	from	under
him.	As	the	hunter	collapsed,	he	plunged	his	blade	deep	into	the	human’s	breast,
watching	momentarily	as	the	light	left	his	eyes.	Beautiful.

“On	my	way,”	Caleb	said.
But	 Cole	 had	 already	 taken	 off	 in	 the	 direction	 from	 which	 the	 cry	 had

originated.
Navigating	 the	 dark	 street	 with	 its	 scattering	 of	 parked	 cars,	 he	 saw	 the

blonde	Sanguis	struggling	with	her	captor,	arms	wrapped	like	a	vise	around	her,
and	the	tip	of	a	sharpened	cypress	stake	pressed	to	her	throat.	She	was	sobbing	in
fear	and	pain.	A	trickle	of	black	blood	snaked	its	way	down	her	neck.

“C’mon	bitch,	scream	again.	Call	your	companions.”
Cole	paused.	This	hunter	had	a	mean	streak	in	his	eye.



There	were	so	many	myths	about	vampires,	but	only	a	handful	of	them	were
true,	 such	 as	 walking	 in	 sunlight	 and	 holy	 objects	 being	 fatal	 to	 a	 vampire’s
immortal	life.	But	stakes—well,	most	wooden	ones—couldn’t	hurt	them,	except
those	whittled	from	cypress	trees	whose	roots	had	special	properties.

Cypress	 stakes	 could	 penetrate	 a	 vampire’s	 tough	 flesh.	 So	 being	 stabbed
with	 a	 cypress	 stake	 blessed	 by	 the	 church	was	 usually	 fatal	 to	 them.	 In	 fact,
hunters	 loved	 the	 tree	 so	much,	 it	was	 largely	 suspected	 that	many	 a	 hunter’s
ashes	could	be	found	in	ancient	cypress	ossuaries.

A	 shriek	 tore	 out	 of	 the	girl’s	 throat	 as	 the	hunter	 pushed	his	 stake	 farther
into	her	carotid	artery	and	twisted.	A	vampire’s	weakness	was	a	human	hunter’s
strength.

A	low	growl	of	satisfaction	issued	from	the	hunter’s	own	throat.
He’s	enjoying	this!	Cole	thought,	obsidian	eyes	flashing	hotly.	The	bastard!
The	hunter’s	 heartbeat	was	 steady,	 though	Cole	 could	 smell	 the	 adrenaline

coming	off	him	in	waves.
“Let	 her	 go!”	 Cole	 hissed,	 his	 voice	 carrying	 across	 the	 distance.	 Varya’s

dagger	was	cold	and	heavy	in	his	hand.	His	grip	around	the	hilt	tightened.
The	 hunter	merely	 laughed.	 “It’s	 going	 to	 take	more	 than	 you	 to	 save	 her.

Oh,	lookie	here,	what	have	we	got?	You’ve	brought	the	Hulk.”
Caleb	was	just	steps	behind	him,	but	even	though	the	burly	Malum	was	at	his

back,	Cole	didn’t	relax	his	stance.
Caleb	 cursed.	 His	 colorful	 and	 imaginative	 language	 would	 have	 made	 a

demon	blush.	“What	did	I	fucking	tell	you?”	he	growled	as	he	came	to	a	halt	at
Cole’s	side.

“Unleash	hell?”	Cole	was	getting	ready	to	move	on	the	enemy.
He	weighed	 up	 his	 options.	 Technically,	 he	 could	 throw	 the	 dagger	 at	 the

hunter,	though	there	was	no	accounting	for	what	he	might	actually	hit.	His	aim
was	pretty	terrible.	He’d	even	accidentally	killed	Aislinn’s	black	cat	at	weapons
training,	though	he	managed	to	blame	that	one	on	Orlando.	He	often	wondered	if
that	was	 the	reason	Aislinn	had	 taken	 the	Malum’s	head	off	 instead	of	making
him	go	through	a	formal	 trial,	but	he	didn’t	 think	it	was	wise	to	confess.	After
all,	it	wasn’t	going	to	bring	Orlando	back	from	the	dead.



Caleb	didn’t	bother	wiping	the	blood	from	his	blade	as	he	readied	himself	for
the	following	fight.	“Vlad’s	asshole.	When	did	you	become	this	fucking	dumb?	I
told	you	I	didn’t	want	any	of	your	stupid	shit	here.”

Cole	 didn’t	 want	 to	 confess	 to	 Caleb	 what	 he	 was	 thinking.	 The	 Malum
would	 have	 used	 his	 own	 blade	 to	 prevent	 him	 from	 committing	 any	 further
stupidity.

“Drop	your	weapon,	jarhead,”	the	hunter	said	to	Caleb,	mocking	him.
Caleb	didn’t	comply.	If	anything,	his	eyes	went	as	black	and	as	hard	as	coals,

dominating	his	murderous	face.	The	strapping	Malum	was	a	brutal	warrior	and
vampire,	which	meant	the	laws	that	governed	humans	didn’t	constrain	him.	They
didn’t	have	the	same	experience	sharpened	over	centuries	and	had	nowhere	near
the	number	of	kills.

But	it	was	Cole	who	lunged	forward.
With	a	scream,	he	lashed	out	at	the	hunter	with	his	blade,	wanting	to	maim,

blind,	smash	him	into	oblivion.
Caleb	stayed	motionless,	exactly	where	he	was.
Cole	 should’ve	 known	 then.	 He	 should’ve	 remembered	 Caleb’s	 training,

what	 had	 been	 drilled	 into	 him	 at	 boot	 camp,	 though	 he’d	 never	 bothered	 to
listen	and	had	pretty	much	flunked	out.	It	was	just	too	exhausting.

The	one	rule	that	Caleb	understood,	the	only	one	that	mattered,	was	survival.
Where	 there	 was	 one	 hunter,	 there	 were	 always	 more.	 And	 Cole	 hadn’t

bothered	to	check.
A	 sound	 like	 high-pitched	 whining	 filled	 the	 air,	 and	 a	 volley	 of	 flaming

cypress	arrows	rained	down	from	the	nearby	rooftops.
“Holy	shit	balls!”	Cole	cried	out	as	he	sidestepped	the	torrent,	dancing	away

from	them	just	in	time,	only	to	fall	on	his	skinny	ass.	He	fetched	up	in	front	of
the	hunter’s	boot	 just	as	 the	man	thrust	aside	Aislinn’s	fangirl	 to	 lunge	at	him,
but	not	before	scraping	a	line	of	blood	open	under	her	jaw.

It	 was	 a	 blur	 of	 motion.	 Only	 a	 second.	 But	 Caleb	 slid	 between	 the	 two
opponents,	lunging	in	toward	the	hunter’s	throat.	One	quick	flick	and	twist	of	the
knife.	Blood	followed	in	an	arc,	a	brief	fountain	of	vivid	red,	and	the	hunter	went
down.	Right	next	to	Cole.



“Get	 it	 away	 from	 me!”	 Cole	 kicked	 away	 the	 hunter’s	 body,	 hurriedly
throwing	the	cypress	stake	as	far	away	from	him	as	possible.

Caleb’s	expression	was	emotionless	as	he	wiped	his	blade	clean	on	the	heel
of	his	dress	shoe.	“Get	up,	kid.	You’re	embarrassing	yourself.”

Varya	appeared	suddenly	at	their	side,	pushing	Cole	out	of	the	way	of	more
torrential	arrows.	“C’mon,	we	don’t	have	 time	to	waste.	You	don’t	play	games
here.”

Caleb	 picked	 up	 the	 girl,	 slinging	 her	 over	 his	 shoulder	 as	 if	 she	were	 no
more	 than	 a	 store	 mannequin.	 There	 was	 no	 time	 for	 dignity.	 More	 flaming
volleys	showered	down	as	they	ran	for	cover.

Suddenly,	a	seven-foot	wall	of	flame	erupted	with	more	raining	arrows	in	an
enormous	 shower	 of	 sparks	 and	 impenetrable	 heat,	 just	 as	 another	 triune	 of
hunters	arrived,	blocking	them	off.

Varya’s	eyes	skimmed	the	terrain	to	see	where	they	could	escape.	“Frigging
hell!	We’re	trapped!”



A

CHAPTER	12

islinn	leaped	through	the	wall	of	flames.
The	hunters	turned,	seraph	blades	held	high	as	they	charged	at	her.

One	 of	 them,	 her	 ash-blonde	 hair	whipping	 in	 an	 arc,	 slashed	 at	Aislinn’s
upper	 torso	with	a	 feral	 cry.	Dodging	 the	 sweep	of	 the	blade,	 she	punched	 the
girl	no	older	than	herself	fiercely	in	the	chest,	breaking	several	ribs.	The	hunter’s
blade	clanged	on	the	hard	pavement,	its	protest	ringing	out.

The	girl	reeled	back	as	Aislinn	grabbed	her	ponytail,	breaking	her	fall.	Then
in	 a	 blur	 too	 fast	 for	 the	 eye	 to	 see,	 she	 brought	 up	 her	 skean,	 and	with	 one
strike,	 a	 deep	 slash	 from	 ear	 to	 ear,	 she	 parted	 the	 hunter’s	 head	 from	 her
shoulders.

“Heads	 up,”	 she	 said	 through	 elongated	 ivory	 fangs,	 throwing	 the	 hunter’s
decapitated	head	at	her	comrades	and	giving	a	dark	laugh.

There	was	 an	 artistry	 to	 decapitation.	And	 it	was	 her	 signature	 kill.	 She’d
certainly	 practiced	 enough	 on	 all	 those	 sculptures	 during	 the	 Renaissance,
though	 it	was	 ironic	 to	 see	 her	 handiwork	on	Winged	Victory	 displayed	 in	 the
Louvre.	It	made	her	kind	of	nostalgic.

Caleb	had	 trained	her.	He	could	have	killed	 the	hunters	 easily	himself,	 but
not	 with	 the	 finesse	 and	 swiftness	 and	 not	 with	 the	 beautiful	 efficiency	 that
Aislinn	had.	When	it	came	to	survival,	she’d	learned	her	lessons	from	Caleb.	She
didn’t	hesitate.	Fighting	wasn’t	the	same	as	feeding.

Another	volley	of	 flaming	 arrows	 rained	down,	 and	 just	 as	Aislinn	 turned,
one	pierced	her	ribs.	It	hissed	and	burned.	She	glanced	briefly	down	to	watch	it



sizzle	and	gave	a	grimace.
The	 hunters	 exchanged	 a	 look	with	 each	 other	 in	 disbelief.	 It	 should	 have

killed	 the	 bloodsucking	 bitch,	 but	 instead,	 she’d	 sliced	 off	 the	 head	 of	 one	 of
their	own.	Who	the	fuck	was	she?

Infinitesimally,	 the	 daughter	 of	Kayne	 paused.	Her	 leather	 dress	 had	 a	 big
gash	in	it	and	was	now	smoking.

“OMFV,	you	could	have	 at	 least	 aimed	better!”	 she	 spat.	 “Like	 there’s	not
enough	of	the	girls	on	display	for	you	to	stake	my	chest?	Shit,	I	really	liked	this
dress!”	Plucking	 the	 fiery	arrow	out	 from	her	 side	as	 it	 continued	 to	burn,	 she
carelessly	tossed	it	away.

Ignoring	 her	 smoking	 dress,	 she	 continued	 the	 fight,	 hearing	 a	 voracious,
bloodthirsty	 scream	 from	 behind.	Wheeling	 around,	 she	 turned	 to	 see	 another
hunter,	 whose	 clothes	 were	 aflame,	 charge	 toward	 her	 with	 a	 raised	 blade.
Aislinn	launched	into	the	air	in	a	perfectly	executed	tornado	kick,	her	platinum
hair	rippling	in	an	arc,	and	struck	him	from	behind,	a	vicious	thrust	from	above
into	his	neck.	She	landed	lightly	on	the	ground,	as	graceful	as	a	ballerina.

“I	taught	her	that	move,”	Caleb	boasted,	watching	his	protégé	proudly	from
the	cover	of	a	nearby	building.

Aislinn	 looked	 up,	 chest	 heaving,	 but	 already	 searching	 her	 immediate
vicinity	 for	more	enemies.	Another	 fervent	hunter	 rushed	 forward,	cursing	and
slavering	for	her	blood.

Cole	blinked.	“Does	she	need	help?”
“Does	it	look	like	she	needs	help?”	Varya	asked	mockingly	as	Aislinn	gave

the	 hunter	 a	 powerful,	 high	 right	 kick	 to	 his	 thigh,	 followed	 up	 by	 another	 in
quick	succession	before	slashing	him	across	the	chest	with	her	skean.

Aislinn	 could	 have	 finished	 him.	 It	would	 have	 been	 far	 too	 easy.	But	 the
death	 of	 another	 hunter	was	meaningless	 to	 her.	 She	 had	 her	 centuries’	 fill	 of
death	and	bloodshed.	She	was	tired	of	all	this	death.

The	memory	stick	burned	where	it	rested	between	her	breasts,	dangling	from
a	thin	silver	chain.	All	she	had	ever	wanted	was	justice	for	her	sister’s	slaughter.
This	was	 not	 the	 life	 she	 had	 thought	 to	 live.	 Immortality	 came	 at	 too	 high	 a
price.



Looking	down	at	the	last	hunter—no	more	than	a	boy	of	maybe	nineteen	or
twenty,	though	solid	and	tall	with	a	mop	of	dark	blond	hair—she	said,	“There	is
no	honor	in	dying	like	this.”

His	hazel-brown	eyes	held	a	touch	of	fear,	but	he	spat	out	belligerently	in	a
thick	accent	that	smacked	of	Texas	and	the	wild	beauty	of	its	mountain	valleys.
“What	would	you	know	about	honor,	you	fucking	blood-binger?”

She	smiled	ruefully.	“More	than	you,	little	man.	I	did	not	ask	for	this	fight.	I
have	no	quarrel	with	you.	Don’t	give	me	a	reason	to	have	one.	You’re	not	ready
for	monsters	like	me.”

He	wiped	the	blood	from	his	chest,	not	wanting	to	acknowledge	the	truth	of
her	words	that	stung	as	much	as	his	wound.	He	wasn’t	ready	for	a	monster	like
her.	But	still,	he	felt	compelled	to	say,	“You	prey	on	our	kind.”

“And	you	prey	on	animals.	It’s	the	food	chain.	It’s	natural	selection.	Call	 it
what	 you	will.”	 She	 sighed,	 tossing	 her	 hair	 back	 over	 her	 shoulder.	 She	was
ravishing	 in	 the	 darkness	 of	 the	 chill	 night,	 as	 if	 carved	 from	 marble	 and
moonlight.	 “I’m	giving	you	a	choice.	Go	home	and	 live	 to	 fight	 another	day.”
She	paused	and	looked	him	straight	in	the	eye,	her	eyes	no	longer	onyx	black	but
an	impossibly	bright	blue.	“Or	don’t.	As	you	please.”

Something	must	have	deeply	resonated	with	him	as	she	spoke.	She	could	so
easily	have	killed	him.	He	paused	and	 then	picked	himself	off	 the	ground.	He
didn’t	sheathe	his	blade,	but	he	didn’t	attack	her	with	his	throwing	stars	either.

Wordlessly	watching	her	warily,	he	backed	away.	When	he	felt	 there	was	a
sufficient	distance	between	himself	and	the	vampires,	he	signaled	 to	 the	others
on	the	rooftops.	And	then	he	turned	and	disappeared	into	the	night.

Aislinn	tracked	him,	tracing	his	footsteps	and	then	his	heartbeat	as	it	slowed
and	steadied.	She	listened	to	him	rejoining	his	group,	eight	 in	all—all	 that	was
left	after	their	foray	tonight—before	they	scampered	away	into	the	tunnels	of	the
London	Underground.

“You’re	 taking	 a	 risk	 in	 letting	 him	 go,”	 Caleb	 warned,	 approaching	 her.
“He’ll	be	back.	And	next	time,	there	will	be	more	of	them.”

Hundreds	of	years	of	knowing	her	and	he	still	didn’t	understand	her.	Women!
Whoever	did	understand	them	except	other	women?



“Chillax,	old	man,”	Aislinn	 said	with	a	 small	 smile	as	 if	 she	knew	exactly
what	he	was	thinking.	“Let	me	worry	about	that.”

Varya	looked	around	at	the	gory	mess	left	behind	in	their	wake,	blood,	bits	of
brain	matter,	bodies,	and	things	charred	or	still	burning.	“Better	call	the	Cleaner.
And	 probably	 the	Blood	Bank.	This	 one	 needs	 a	 transfusion.”	 She	 referred	 to
Aislinn’s	 fangirl	 who	 was	 bleeding	 like	 a	 stuck	 pig	 from	 the	 cut	 across	 her
jawline.	Lucky	she	hadn’t	been	staked	in	the	heart.

Varya	 kept	 pressure	 on	 the	 girl’s	 wound,	 though	 she	 looked	 totally
unimpressed	at	having	to	care	for	the	injured	vampire.	It	was	like	babysitting	a
Nubes.	Gross.

Cole	 seemed	 shaken.	His	 eyes	were	wide,	 the	pale	 skin	drawn	 tight	 across
his	 cheekbones,	 and	 when	 he	 spoke	 again,	 his	 words	 were	 little	 more	 than	 a
shrill	whisper.	“Is	she	going	to	die?”

Varya	gave	a	harrumph.	“She’ll	 live.	And	when	she	hears	 the	story	of	how
Aislinn	saved	her,	she’ll	be	telling	all	her	dumbass	friends.”

At	her	words,	Cole	perked	up.	 “I	 could	write	 a	 ballad	 about	 tonight’s	 epic
battle.”

“Seriously?”	Caleb	scoffed,	 looking	with	a	mixture	of	distaste	and	pride	at
his	blood-splattered	suit.	 “Are	you	going	 to	 include	 the	part	where	you	 fell	on
your	skinny	ass?”

Cole	had	 the	decency	to	blush	yet	 refused	 to	answer	 the	burly	Malum.	But
Caleb	wasn’t	done	with	him	yet.

“Let	me	see.	How	would	it	go?	‘Ballad	on	a	Bloody	Battle.	Midnight	struck
with	fatal	doom—’”

Varya	chimed	in,	“‘And	fire	rained	down	to	light	the	gloom—’”
“Oh,	 that’s	 good!”	 Caleb	 laughed	 darkly.	 “You’ll	make	 a	 career	 as	 a	 poet

yet.”
Cole	was	horrified.	Caleb	couldn’t	possibly	understand	the	sensitivity	of	an

artiste	since	he	 lacked	a	poetic	soul.	A	 life	of	warfare	was	sure	 to	dampen	 the
most	 gentle-hearted	 character.	 But	 Varya—well,	 she	 was	 from	 the	 land	 of
folktales,	 fairy	 tales,	and	canonical	 literature—so	he’d	expected	so	much	more
from	her.



“How	dare	you?”	Cole	cried	out	in	desperation.	“Have	you	no	soul?”
“Enough!	All	 of	 you!”	 Aislinn’s	 voice	 cut	 across	 their	 ruckus.	 “You	 two

should	 know	 better!	 And	Cole—”	Cole	 stared	 back	 at	 her,	 and	 she	wondered
what	deep	thoughts	passed	behind	such	pale,	innocent	eyes.	Their	gazes	locked.

She	had	sensed	Cole’s	deep	unhappiness	and	frustration,	his	self-doubt	and
his	questioning	of	his	own	worth	for	a	century	now.	He	was	too	young,	but	no
more	so	than	she	was	when	she	had	been	found	by	Caleb,	angry	at	herself,	angry
at	the	world,	half	wild,	filled	with	uncontrolled	blood	rage	and	guilt.	And	he	had
managed	 to	 curb	 her	 teenage	 angst	 and	 confusion,	 taking	 her	 through	 her
teething	problems,	and	taught	her	to	be	a	predator.

Styx	 was	 no	 Caleb.	 But	 he	was	 a	 businessman.	 She	 didn’t	 like	 him.	 She
didn’t	 trust	 him.	 But	 he	 had	 managed	 to	 raise	 his	 daughter,	 Jezebel,	 to	 be	 a
kickass	tomb	raider.	And	surprisingly,	she	respected	him.	Besides,	Aislinn	could
negotiate	a	blood	contract	so	tight	that	he	would	need	a	miracle	from	Heaven	to
get	out	of	it.

Aislinn	walked	toward	her	firstborn,	and	he	couldn’t	even	recognize	her.	Her
face	 was	 paler	 than	 normal,	 her	 eyes	 an	 over-bright	 blue-black.	 She	 looked
troubled	and	disappointed.	“If	it	means	that	much	to	you,	Cole,	I’ll	think	about
an	apprenticeship	with	Styx.”	She	held	up	a	hand	to	stop	the	flow	of	enthusiastic
and	effusive	thanks.	“I’m	not	promising	anything,	but	I’ll	think	about	it	at	least.
Do	you	understand?”

There	 was	 no	 stopping	 him.	 He	 gave	 a	 most	 typical	 Cole-like	 squeal	 of
excitement	as	the	other	two	vampires	rolled	their	eyes.	Aislinn	grimaced.	There
would	be	no	living	with	him	now.

“Oh	my	Vlad!	Oh	my	fucking	Vlad!”	He	was	openly	weeping	as	he	rushed
over	to	hug	his	maker.

Aislinn	 raised	 her	 hand	 in	 front	 of	 his	 face,	 palm	 angled	 in	 that	 age-old
gesture	to	stop.

“Right,	no	PDAs,”	Cole	said	sheepishly,	backing	away.
Aislinn	 laughed	 as	 she	 threw	 her	 arms	 around	 his	 shoulders.	 He	 looked

surprised	and	then	pleased.
“No,	Cole.	Just	don’t	run	with	a	knife	in	your	hand.	Idiot.”	She	plucked	the



dagger	out	of	his	hand	then	and	handed	it	back	to	Varya.
Cole’s	eyes	widened.	Then,	in	a	high,	squeaky,	airless	voice,	he	said,	“I	got

blood	on	it!	I	got	blood	on	it!”
Varya	 sniffed	 at	 the	 blade	 suspiciously,	 shooting	 him	 a	 look.	 “Dumbass!

That’s	your	own	blood!”
“My	 blood?”	 Cole	 suddenly	 went	 corpse	 colored,	 appearing	 shaken.	 He

frantically	looked	down	at	his	torso	and	limbs	and	then	held	up	his	hands	to	the
wan	moonlight.

Watching	his	 jerky	movements,	Varya	looked	at	him	quizzically.	“Cole,	are
you	doing	okay?”

There	was	a	splinter	from	a	cypress	stake	causing	a	shallow	cut	on	the	tip	of
his	thumb,	which	was	bleeding	profusely.	His	gaze	fixated	on	it	in	sheer	horror.

“I	 told	 you	 never	 to	 run	with	 sharp	 objects!”	Aislinn	 scolded.	 “And	 never
pick	 up	 anything	 on	 the	 ground!	 When	 will	 you	 ever	 listen?”	 The	 young
vampire’s	legs	gave	way,	and	quickly	turning	into	a	pool	of	Jell-O,	he	slumped
to	the	ground.	“Oh	Vlad!	He’s	fainted.”

“Fainted?	At	the	sight	of	blood?	What	the	fuck?”	Varya	stared	at	her	blankly
for	a	few	seconds	in	disbelief.	“Just	what	kind	of	a	bloodsucker	is	he?”

“Thanks,	Nikolaus,”	 she	said	with	a	 relieved	sigh.	“He	never	could	handle	 the
sight	of	his	own	blood.”

Aislinn	stood	with	Nikolaus	at	the	open	rear	doors	of	the	ambulance	used	by
the	Blood	Bank	to	make	deliveries.	Both	Cole	and	Aislinn’s	fangirl	were	seated
inside,	 receiving	 ABO	 transfusions.	 Cole	 was	 looking	much	 better.	 The	 color
was	returning	to	his	face,	and	he	didn’t	look	quite	so	deathlike.

“That	 girl’s	 lucky,”	Nikolaus	 said,	 flashing	 a	 toothy	 grin.	His	 deep,	 husky
voice	was	calm	and	reassuring.	“Any	deeper	into	her	artery	and	she	might	have
died.	Are	you	sure	you	don’t	want	something	to	drink?”

She	shook	her	head,	thanking	him	again.
There	 was	 something	 solid	 and	 steady	 and	 dependable	 about	 Nikolaus.



Aislinn	liked	him	a	lot.	Standing	beside	Caleb,	Nikolaus	looked	like	an	alabaster
statue	 of	 an	 Olympian,	 young	 and	 intensely	 focused,	 as	 if	 he	 was	 about	 to
compete	 on	 the	 athletic	 field.	 His	 high	 cheekbones,	 straight	 nose,	 and	 square
jawline	formed	rugged	angles	in	an	otherwise	too-pretty	face.	And	his	eyes	were
an	unusual	blue	gray	like	the	sky	before	a	storm.

“That’s	 an	 unusual	 piece	 of	 jewelry,”	 Nikolaus	 remarked,	 staring
appreciatively	between	Aislinn’s	breasts.

Unconsciously,	 she	 looked	 down	 at	 her	 wrist,	 confused	 by	 Nikolaus’s
remark.	 The	 bright	 strands	 of	 auburn	 hair	 fashioned	 into	 a	 thin	 bracelet	 were
hidden	from	view	under	the	sleeve	of	her	leather	coat,	so	it	wasn’t	something	she
expected	him	to	remark	upon.	He’d	seen	it	enough	times	before,	since	she	never
took	it	off,	even	if	he	didn’t	understand	its	true	significance	which	she	refused	to
explain.	Then	realizing	the	direction	in	which	his	eyes	were	fixated,	she	raised	a
mocking	eyebrow.

The	precious	flash	drive	dangled	at	the	end	of	the	thin	silver	chain	between
her	 breasts.	 Reaching	 for	 it,	 she	 held	 it	 in	 her	 hand	 reassuringly,	 murmuring,
“Oh,	I	don’t	know.	It’s	not	a	nipple	ring.”

She	watched	Nikolaus	swallow	and	gave	him	a	cool	smile.	Caleb	was	right.
She	could	read	the	shameless	thoughts	on	his	expressive	face.

So	could	Caleb,	who	had	been	watching	their	exchange.
The	 older	 Malum	 roared	 with	 laughter.	 “Keep	 dreaming,	 Nik,”	 he	 said,

slapping	the	younger	vampire	on	the	back	as	Aislinn	moved	away,	climbing	into
the	ambulance	to	see	to	Cole	whose	eyes	were	open	and	lucidly	looking	around.
“You’ll	 have	 to	 give	more	 than	 a	 pint	 of	 blood	 for	 that	 one,	 boy.	 C’mon,	 the
Cleaner’s	just	arrived.	Might	as	well	give	him	a	hand.”

Ignoring	them,	she	was	by	Cole’s	side	in	a	heartbeat.
“Will	I	live?”	he	asked,	pale	and	tense.
She	nodded	with	a	smile,	stroking	his	moppy	waves	back	from	his	face	in	a

motherly	gesture.	“Not	even	as	deep	as	a	papercut.”
It	was	well	after	midnight,	and	Aislinn	could	smell	the	scent	of	dawn	in	the

air,	though	it	would	be	hours	yet	before	the	winter	sun	rose	above	the	horizon.
Cole	floundered.	He	couldn’t	speak.	He	was	scared	to.	Just	seeing	Aislinn’s



beautiful,	 angelic	 face	made	him	want	 to	 cry.	She	 continued	 to	 stroke	his	 hair
gently	and	didn’t	say	a	word.

He	was	 scared	 that	 anything	he	 said	would	make	her	 look	at	him	with	 the
same	disappointed	expression	as	earlier.	It	gutted	him	to	the	bone,	that	look.	And
so,	not	knowing	what	to	say,	he	said	nothing.

“Do	you	remember	the	day	you	were	turned?	I	found	you	languishing	away
on	your	 sofa,	weak	and	covered	 in	 sweat	 from	 that	 stupid	near-starvation	diet,
coughing	 up	 blood	 yet	 still	 submitting	 to	 regular	 ‘bleedings’	 from	 that	 quack
who	called	himself	a	doctor.	And	you	looked	up	at	me—you	looked	at	me	like
the	Angel	of	Mercy	and	begged	me	to	give	you	my	gift.	I	warned	you	then	that	it
wasn’t	what	you	thought	it	would	be,	but	you	didn’t	want	to	listen.”

Aislinn’s	normally	mellifluous	voice	sounded	choked	with	unshed	tears,	and
he	couldn’t	quite	bear	it.	But	he	continued	to	say	nothing,	just	letting	her	speak.
He	had	a	feeling	it	was	the	first	time	she’d	said	it	out	loud.	She	didn’t	like	to	talk
about	herself.

“I	 know	 I	 shouldn’t	 have	 turned	 you,	 Cole.	 You	 were	 far	 too	 pure	 and
childlike.	I	could	see	it	in	your	eyes.”	She	touched	his	hand,	and	he	grabbed	hers
and	squeezed	it,	not	letting	go.	“You	looked	at	the	world	differently.	With	hope.
And	I	guess—I	guess	I	wanted	to	see	the	world	in	the	same	way,	through	your
eyes.”

Cole	shook	his	head.	Shocked.	Saddened.
Is	 this	what	Aislinn	had	been	 carrying	around	with	her	all	 this	 time?	This

guilt?	This	sorrow?
Refusing	 to	 look	 down	 at	 the	 blood	 being	 transfused	 into	 his	 vein,	 since

needles	also	made	him	 feel	queasy,	he	 looked	at	his	maker.	 “Aislinn,	 I	 think	 I
owe	you	an	apology,”	he	said	shamefacedly.

“You	 think?”	She	 gave	 a	 soft	 smile,	 continuing	 to	 stroke	 his	 hair	with	 her
free	hand	as	she	 looked	 into	his	 innocent,	pale-blue	eyes.	He	was	still	 such	an
innocent.	 She	 couldn’t	 understand	 how	 a	 vampire	 could	 remain	 that	 way	 for
almost	two	hundred	years.

“Yeah,”	he	said	slowly.	“Yeah,	I	do.	I	was	way	out	of	line.”
She	remained	silent,	letting	the	peace	of	the	moment	flow	over	them	both.



And	it	was	then,	looking	at	his	maker	up	close,	that	Cole	realized	the	truth.
“I’ve	 feared	 dying,	 Aislinn.	 But	 in	 truth,	 I’ve	 been	 even	 more	 scared	 of

living—especially	living	as	a	vampire.	All	this	time,	I’ve	been	dependent	on	you
and	scared	you	might	not	always	be	there.	Yet	you	have	been.	You’ve	taught	me
to	 feed,	 you’ve	 fought	 for	 me,	 and	 you’ve	 protected	 me.	 I	 always	 thought	 I
needed	 you	 to	 keep	 things	 together.	 I	 was	 scared	 I	 wouldn’t	 be	 able	 to	 cope
without	you	or	on	my	own.	But	I’ve	got	to	take	ownership	of	my	own	immortal
life.”

“I	know.”	Aislinn	struggled	not	to	cry.	It	was	hard	to	believe	he	was	once	so
fragile,	so	mortal,	and	now	he	was	finally	ready	to	come	into	his	vampirism.	It
was	like	watching	a	butterfly	breaking	out	of	its	chrysalis.

“OMV!	I	wish	I	had	a	mother	like	you.”	The	heartfelt	moment	was	broken	by
the	high-pitched,	airless	voice	which	came	from	the	other	side	of	the	ambulance
as	Aislinn’s	fangirl	wiped	away	tears.	“You’re	both	just	too	cute.”

Awake	now,	she	was	watching	them.	Cole	wondered	exactly	how	long	she’d
been	conscious.

Arching	 her	 perfectly	 shaped,	 pale	 eyebrows,	Aislinn	 reined	 in	 her	 temper
and	 turned	 toward	 the	 other	 girl.	 “Good	 to	 see	 you’re	 back	 in	 the	 land	 of	 the
almost	living.	So,	what’s	your	name?	And	how	are	you	feeling?”

“Mia,	and	 I’m	on	exchange	 from	the	North	American	New	World	Coven,”
she	 said	 in	 a	 squeaky	 voice,	 her	wide	 eyes	 taking	 in	 the	 interior	 of	 the	Blood
Bank	 ambulance	 and	 coming	 to	 rest	 on	 her	 IV	 drip.	 “And	 I’m	 feeling	 really
good.	Like,	so	good.	Awesome,	in	fact.	Tonight	is,	without	a	doubt,	the	freaking
coolest	 night	 ever!	 I	 wonder	 what	 they	 put	 in	 this	 blood?	 Ooh,	 maybe	 it’s
umbilical	cord	blood	with	an	infusion	of	stem	cells.”

“Okay,	that’s	enough	for	you,”	Nikolaus	said,	entering	the	confined	space	to
deal	with	the	excitable	teenage	vampire.

“Oh	no,	no,	no,	don’t	do	 that!”	Mia	protested	as	Nikolaus	 removed	 the	 IV
drip	from	her	arm.	Cole,	who	was	watching	the	girl	with	all	the	fascination	of	a
spectator	at	a	twenty-car	pileup	on	a	snowy	motorway,	abruptly	turned	away	to
avoid	looking	at	the	needle.

“I	think	that’s	my	cue	to	exit,”	Aislinn	murmured,	moving	to	allow	Nikolaus



more	space.
“Oh,	don’t	go!	Must	you?”	Mia	attempted	 to	 reach	for	Aislinn	with	a	 limp

hand	as	she	skirted	out	of	the	way.	“Okay.	I’ll	see	you	later.	Oh,	and	I	love	your
distressed	leather	dress.	You	are	so	fleek.	Goals	AF!”

At	Mia’s	words,	Aislinn	looked	down	in	surprise	to	examine	the	rather	large
hole	 in	 her	 leather	 dress.	 “Vlad’s	nuts.	 Someone’s	 going	 to	 pay	 for	 that.”	 The
look	she	threw	Cole	as	she	left	the	Blood	Bank	implied	it	was	coming	out	of	his
first	pay	packet.



N

CHAPTER	13

ear	 sunrise,	 Aislinn	 entered	 the	 coven’s	 grounds	 without	 drawing	 too
much	attention	 to	herself.	She	always	 liked	 to	cut	 it	close	as	 it	afforded

her	 greater	 privacy	 with	 fewer	 vampires	 observing	 her	 or	 demonstrating	 a
curiosity	 over	 her	movements.	 Since	Orlando’s	 assassination	 attempt,	 she	 had
become	more	 vigilant,	 instructing	Usain	 to	 up	 the	 security	 around	 her	 private
quarters	and	restrict	access.

The	 private	 lodgings	 of	 the	 oldest	 vampires	 were	 housed	 near	 the	 Inner
Sanctum.	 This	 area	 was	 empty	 of	 the	 usual	 security	 guards	 and	 attack	 dogs
found	 in	 the	 other	 parts	 of	 the	 estate,	 though	 it	 was	 still	 constantly	 being
monitored	 from	 the	 surveillance	 hub.	Aislinn	 preferred	 it	 that	 way.	 It	 was	 far
easier	 to	 track	 the	 comings	 and	 goings	 of	 the	 elder	 despots	 and	 keep	 up	with
their	devious	powerplays,	though	usually	only	their	minions	were	seen	about	the
manor	house.

At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 corridor	 was	 a	 pair	 of	 heavy	 steel	 doors.	 There	was	 no
electronic	 tablet	 beside	 the	 door,	 but	 instead,	 there	 were	 two	 dome	 security
cameras	 mounted	 in	 the	 corners	 above	 her.	 From	 here,	 Goliath	 monitored
everything—the	 supercomputer	 designed	 by	 Benjamin	 and	 his	 team	 to	 ensure
the	 highest	 level	 of	 safety	 for	 the	 coven.	 Even	 if	 Julius	 didn’t	 care	 for	 it,	 the
coven	had	changed	with	the	times.	Malums	like	Benjamin	insisted	on	it.

She	knew	she’d	been	tracked	by	Goliath	since	she	entered	the	premises—and
perhaps	 even	before	 that.	 It	 didn’t	 bother	 her	 since	 there	were	 no	 surveillance
cameras	in	her	own	apartments.



Aislinn	looked	up	and	waited.	The	doors	slid	silently	open.
But	 what	 Benjamin	 had	 been	 working	 on	 in	 complete	 secrecy	 without

Julius’s	knowledge,	what	Usain	had	been	able	to	install	for	her,	was	a	dual	level
of	security,	a	high-tech	retinal	and	DNA	scanner.	The	first	of	its	kind.

While	 the	 retinal	 scan	 could	only	be	used	when	 a	vampire’s	 eye	was	 fully
dilated	 and,	 therefore,	 rendered	 ineffective	 if	 they	were	 unable	 to	 transform	at
will	 or	 dead,	 the	DNA	 scan	worked	 along	 the	 same	premise	 as	 a	 thumb	 scan,
combined	 with	 a	 diabetic’s	 blood	 glucose	 meter	 to	 detect	 their	 unique	 DNA
sequence.	With	an	almost	instantaneous	positive	result,	it	would	allow	entry	into
secured	areas.

At	the	doors	to	her	suite,	Aislinn	stepped	up	to	the	scanner	to	place	her	eye
against	 the	 retinal	 scan	 as	 it	 dilated	 to	 obsidian	 and,	 simultaneously,	 place	her
thumb	 on	 the	 thumbpad.	 A	 tiny	 lancet	 pierced	 her	 skin	 with	 a	 sharp	 prick,
extracting	a	single	drop	of	blood	to	the	test	strip.	Both	panels	automatically	slid
closed,	though	the	display	screen	could	still	be	viewed	after	she	straightened	up.

As	 the	 doors	 were	 disarmed	 upon	 confirmation	 of	 her	 DNA,	 the	 scanner
destroyed	 the	 blood	 drop	 with	 a	 contaminant	 chemical	 wash	 to	 sterilize	 the
thumbpad,	lancet,	and	test	strip	for	the	next	use.	It	was	genius.

Instantly	healing,	as	soon	as	she	was	 through	 the	doors	with	 the	use	of	 the
key	Usain	had	provided,	Aislinn	strode	toward	her	laptop	and	powered	it	up.	She
threw	her	leather	coat	carelessly	across	the	back	of	an	armchair	and	sat	down	at
her	mahogany	desk.	The	darkness	of	the	room	did	not	disturb	her,	but	she	turned
on	the	small	brass	table	lamp	anyway.

Hands	hovering	over	the	keyboard,	she	noticed	the	infinitesimal	tremble.
Shh.	Calm	down.	It’s	everything	you’ve	been	waiting	for.
Too	keyed-up	to	take	a	bracing	drink	of	her	favorite	red	from	the	bar	fridge

underneath	the	desk,	she	plugged	in	the	memory	stick	and	waited	for	the	files	to
load.

She	 tasted	blood.	Her	 own.	She	had	bitten	her	 bottom	 lip	 as	 her	 teeth	had
elongated	inadvertently,	sharp	incisors	on	display.

Chillax,	Aislinn.	She	retracted	her	fangs	into	her	gums.
She	 was	 too	 hyped	 up.	 Yet,	 even	 knowing	 she	 had	 to	 calm	 down,	 she



couldn’t.
Anxiously,	she	leaned	slightly	forward	in	her	seat,	her	foot	rapidly	tapping	a

staccato	rhythm	on	the	floor.	Whatever	dark	and	dreadful	secrets	the	files	held,
she	 almost	 didn’t	 want	 to	 know.	 It	 was	 strange	 how	 she	 could	 anticipate	 a
moment,	 but	 when	 that	 moment	 came,	 it	 was	 so	 much	 harder	 to	 deal	 with.
Illogically,	she	both	wanted	to	know	the	results	and	yet	didn’t	at	the	same	time.

Multiple	 files	 popped	 up	 on	 the	 screen.	 Taking	 a	 long,	 labored,	 and
unnecessary	breath	for	a	vampire,	her	apprehension	spiked	when	she	clicked	to
open	the	first	one.

“Fuck!”	 she	 screamed	 in	 frustration,	 slamming	 down	 the	 lid	 of	 the	 laptop.
Her	body	was	shaking	uncontrollably	now.	Was	this	Styx’s	idea	of	a	joke?

Closing	her	eyes	briefly	to	regain	her	balance,	she	lifted	the	lid	of	the	laptop,
thanking	her	 lucky	 stars	 she	hadn’t	broken	 it	with	 the	 force	of	her	 action.	She
looked	at	the	file,	which	contained	pages	and	pages	that	were	heavily	redacted.
Extensive	sections	were	fully	blacked	out,	suggesting	someone	didn’t	want	 the
information	leaked.

Or	maybe	they	just	wanted	it	buried.	Along	with	the	skeletons	of	the	past.
She	wanted	to	let	loose	her	rage	but,	instead,	persevering,	she	began	to	read

—

As	Zek	 trained	 his	mages,	 he	was	 also	 trying	 to	 figure	 out	 how	 to	 restore	 his
connection	to	the	living	energy	of	the	land.	He	could	still	draw	on	it	and	channel
it,	but	before,	it	was	like	a	fire	hose,	and	now,	it	was	like	a	faucet.

Unable	to	repair	his	damaged	connection,	he	found	another	source	of	energy.
Zek	discovered	that	he	could	draw	energy	from	the	elves	on	Esper.	He	finds

a	 way	 to	 temporarily	 strengthen	 his	 own	 magic	 by	 leaching	 power	 from	 the
Elves.	 He	 teaches	 his	mages	 how	 to	 do	 this,	 too,	 which	 really	messes	 up	 the
Elves.	So	the	Elves	disappear	at	some	point.

Needing	a	new	source	of	energy	to	boost	his	magic,	he	discovers	he	can	steal
the	 life	 force	 from	living	creatures	 through	pain,	blood,	and	death.	This	 fueled
new,	more	 powerful	 sorcery	with	 pain	 and	 blood,	 stealing	 the	 life	 force	 from



living	 creatures	 and	 twisting	 it	 into	 brutal,	 volatile	 magic.	 It	 was	 chaotic	 and
sometimes	unpredictable,	but	it	was	strong.	He	taught	a	group	of	mages	how	to
use	 blood	 magic,	 giving	 them	 black	 tattoos	 made	 of	 powdered	 obsidian.	 (Or
maybe	bloodstone,	which	is	actually	a	green	gem	with	streak	of	red	in	it.)	As	for
the	dark	mages,	 they	have	 tattoos	 like	 the	 regular	mages,	but	 if	 the	 tattoo	was
given	by	a	dark	mage,	it	will	look	different.	Like,	the	pure	mages’	tattoos	are	a
triskelion	shape,	they’re	just	different	colours.	But	the	dark	mages	use	whatever
shape	 they	want	 as	 there	 is	 no	uniformity.	They	are	not	bound	by	any	 rules.	 I
mean,	it's	probably	still	a	symbol	that	has	magical	properties.

Zek	 tried	 to	 keep	 this	magic	 a	 secret	 from	most	 of	 the	 people	 because	 he
knew	it	was	evil.	The	secret	got	out	eventually.	The	more	dark	magic	that	they
use,	fueled	by	blood	and	killing,	 the	more	corrupt	 they	get	and	look.	So	they'll
start	looking	pale	and	sickly	and	just	kind	of	gross.	The	longer	a	mage	uses	dark
magic,	 the	more	corrupt	 they	become.	They	get	evil,	essentially.	An	especially
corrupted	dark	mage’s	blood	is	so	tainted,	when	it	drops	on	the	ground,	it	creates
monsters	of	varying	size	and	viciousness.	The	bad	Fae	favor	 these	monsters	as
pets,	or	slaves,	depending	on	the	type.

Zek	kept	 the	methods	of	using	blood	magic	 secret,	 but	his	use	of	 it,	 along
with	his	evil	mages,	 called	Warlocks,	was	discovered	by	 the	other	mages.	The
heads	of	the	other	colors	rejected	Zek’s	use	of	blood	magic.	They	wanted	to	put
an	end	to	this	abomination.	When	the	dust	settled,	the	rebels	had	won,	but	they’d
learned	that	magic	was	too	powerful	 to	go	unchecked.	They	formed	a	Council,
consisting	of	the	head	of	each	color.	They	banned	the	blood	magic	taught	by	Zek
and	worked	to	erase	 the	knowledge	of	 its	existence	from	history.	A	few	mages
still	remembered.	Some	fled	to	Earth,	where	the	Council	didn’t	hold	sway.	Some
went	into	hiding,	practicing	in	secret.

There	were	hundreds	of	pages	like	this.	Someone	went	to	great	lengths	to	cover
it	 up,	 to	 erase	 their	 dark	 history.	 Burning	 with	 an	 impotent	 fury,	 Aislinn
wondered	just	who	and	what	kind	of	power	they	had.

She	 re-read	 the	 sections	 that	 spelled	 out	 the	 corruption	 of	 those	 who



murdered	her	sister.	The	theft	of	a	living	creature’s	life	force.	Twisting	it	into	a
destructive,	powerful,	evil	magic.

She	shuddered	in	horror.	And	they	called	vampires	monsters?

She	gathered	the	dark	purple	sloes	of	the	wild	blackthorn	hedge	that	her	sister,
Sorcha,	liked	to	make	into	jellies	and	rich,	sweet	liqueur.	As	usual,	Aislinn	had
ignored	Sorcha’s	cautionings	when	gathering	the	unripened	fruit,	so	its	juice	had
left	an	almost	indelible	mark	on	her	léine.	But	she	didn’t	care.

The	sky	had	turned	the	color	of	a	robin’s	breast	when	she	had	left	home	that
morning	 and	 wandered	 out	 into	 the	 woods	 to	 collect	 the	 fruits	 and	 berries
Sorcha	loved	best.	Aislinn	had	learned	where	to	find	hazelnuts	and	wild	garlic	to
add	to	a	dish	for	supper,	where	the	bees	hived	their	honey,	rich	and	golden	and
sweet,	and	the	beechnuts	for	feeding	the	pigs.

Sorcha,	who	had	 long	ago	come	 to	be	both	mother	and	 father	 to	her	when
their	 parents	 were	 taken	 by	 the	 speckled	 disease,	 despaired	 of	 her	 ever	 being
tamed.	Still,	she	let	Aislinn	roam	the	woods	and	hills	freely	like	a	wild	animal,	to
return	with	a	tunic	stained	but	filled	with	fruitful	gleanings.

Yet	both	knew	all	would	change	soon	enough	when	Sorcha	wedded	Callum	at
summer	solstice	and	they	were	taken	into	his	home	to	live	with	him	and	his	kin.
Aislinn	sighed	in	sheer	contentment,	enjoying	her	last	measure	of	 freedom.	She
was	 perched	 high	 among	 the	 bony	 slopes	 where	 the	 soil	 was	 poor	 but	 the
blackthorn	hedges	grew	wild.

Something,	 a	 sound	 carried	 on	 a	 mild	 wind,	 a	 glimmer	 of	 color	 in	 the
distance,	made	her	lift	her	eyes.

Suddenly,	 she	 tensed.	 And	 within	 the	 space	 of	 a	 heartbeat,	 a	 sickening
realization	dawned.

The	silence,	its	vast	emptiness,	was	rent	in	two	by	the	savage,	strident	sound
that	ran	the	length	of	the	slopes	from	end	to	end.	The	blood-curdling	cry	seemed
to	go	on	and	on.

“Sorcha!”	 a	 voice	 screamed	 out	 in	 response,	 wild,	 hysterical,	 barely



recognized	as	her	own.
And	 then	 she	was	 running,	 flying	 down	 the	 hill	 toward	 the	 village	with	 its

cluster	 of	 wattle-and-daub	 circular	 buildings	 and	 the	 tight	 gathering	 of	 her
clann	at	its	fringe.

Unexpectedly,	the	wind	whipped	up,	sweeping	with	cruel	force	as	it	whistled
through	 the	 blackthorns’	 spindly	 branches,	 gusting	 up	 the	 hill,	 funneled	 along
the	 line	of	 the	weathered	 slopes.	 It	 tore	at	 her	 tunic	as	 she	barreled	down	 the
path,	her	legs	and	lungs	burning	with	dread	and	exhaustion.

Time	seemed	 to	 stretch	 into	eternity,	mocking	her	capacity	 to	 think	clearly.
But	 she	 had	 read	 the	 dark	 omens	 in	 the	 recent	 blood-red	 moon	 and	 her
neighbor’s	goats	dying	of	the	pox.	She	tried	to	speak	to	the	Druids	about	it,	but
they	had	dismissed	her	as	a	green	girl,	young	and	foolish.

Yet	 the	 unrest	 spread.	 Stranger	 things	 happened.	 And	 the	 villagers	 began
muttering	 superstitiously	 among	 themselves,	 praying	 fervently,	 paying	 greater
tributes	to	the	gods	to	protect	them.

And	now—Sorcha’s	cry	had	sounded	like	a	wounded	animal.
Aislinn	felt	sick	with	fear	as	every	footstep	chanted	the	same	rhythm	in	her

head:	No.	No.	No.	No.	No.
Then	another	shrill	scream	resounded.
Stumbling	 with	 sudden	 clumsiness	 at	 the	 sound	 of	 her	 sister’s	 terrified

screams,	Aislinn	was	shockingly	aware	of	the	disturbing	pulses	of	violent,	dark
energy	sparking	across	the	living	Earth.	Vapors	rose	from	the	soil,	writhing	like
mustard-colored	 snakes,	 coils	 of	 sulfur,	 and	 other	 poisonous	 gases	 from	 the
Earth’s	core.

The	darkest	magic	was	at	work.	She	sent	up	a	prayer	to	Danu	to	protect	her
and	Sorcha.

She	 burst	 into	 the	 village,	 wending	 her	 way	 around	 chickens	 and	 pigs,
hearing	 the	 sobbing	and	chanting	and	 shouts	getting	 louder	and	more	violent.
Pushing	 her	 way	 through	 her	 frenzied	 clann,	 the	 villagers	 whom	 she	 called
kinfolk	hung	on	the	periphery	of	a	bloody	circle	by	the	water	mill,	 too	feverish
and	fearful	to	move	away.

And	there	was	Sorcha,	bound	to	one	of	the	posts	of	the	well,	her	shapely	head



and	too-beautiful	face	now	bloodied	and	bruised	where	she	had	been	struck.
“Sorcha!”	Aislinn	cried.
Hands	 tugged	 at	 her,	 preventing	 her	 from	 reaching	 her	 sister.	 A	 mob.	 All

shouting	angrily	together.	Pounding	with	sticks,	hoes,	sickles.	Deaf	to	any	kind
of	reason	with	their	collective	rage.

The	wind	battered	Sorcha’s	pale,	naked	body,	beading	her	nipples,	affording
her	 little	dignity.	Her	sister’s	soft	gray	eyes	met	hers,	and	she	strained	against
the	halter	at	her	nape.	Her	mouth	formed	Aislinn’s	name.

The	Druid’s	voice	droned	on.	“…must	pay	for	her	adultery	and	for	the	sins	of
the	many.”

“Never!	 She	 would	 never.”	 Aislinn	 knew	 her	 sister	 was	 innocent	 of	 such
wrongdoing.	 “Who	 dares	 claim	 such	 a	 thing?”	 But	 her	 frail,	 thin	 voice	 was
drowned	out	beneath	the	cacophony	affirming	her	sister’s	guilt,	condemning	her
to	death.

Her	face	searched	the	crowd,	hoping	to	catch	just	one	friendly,	sympathetic
look.	Surely,	Myrna,	whose	babe	her	sister	had	helped	birth	less	than	two	moons
ago?	Or	Callum,	who	had	courted	her	sister	through	the	spring?

No,	 not	 even	 they	 would	 show	 compassion	 upon	 an	 innocent	 girl.	 Their
voices	 were	 raised	 in	 unison,	 in	 condemnation,	 denouncing	 her	 with	 the
righteous	conviction	in	her	sinning.	Raining	down	blows	as	they	hurled	objects
at	her.	Their	eyes	shone	with	fervor,	brighter	still	as	welts	appeared	on	Sorcha’s
pale,	slender	body.

Blood	was	drawn,	and	the	sight	intoxicated	the	mob.	It	whipped	the	watching
crowd	into	a	greater	fury.

Sorcha’s	 gentle	 gray	 eyes	 went	 wide,	 startled	 like	 a	 doe.	 Her	 eyes	 locked
onto	her	sister.

Tears	 streaked	 Aislinn’s	 face	 as	 she	 struggled	 against	 their	 vise-like	 grip.
“Please!”	she	begged.	“You	know	her!”

Another	Druid	placed	 the	 linen	blindfold	over	Sorcha’s	 eyes.	Aislinn	 could
not	see	her	sister’s	pain	mirrored	there	when	they	brutally	undressed	her	of	her
crowning	glory,	scalping	her	and	tossing	the	bright	auburn	plait	onto	the	muddy
ground.	But	she	heard	her	sister’s	suffering,	the	screams	that	would	continue	to



echo	in	her	nightmares.
She	wept	for	shame.	These	men.	These	women.	Her	clann.
The	Druid	turned	calmly	toward	the	crowd.	“Let	it	be	by	her	blood	that	we

are	blessed.	A	flame	for	the	fire	that	burns	eternal.	Accept	our	offering.	So	mote
it	be.”	With	 these	words,	his	dagger	 slit	 Sorcha’s	 throat,	blood	beads	 spurting
like	 glistening	 red	 pearls	 to	 form	 a	 collar	 which	 soaked	 into	 the	 rope	 still
binding	her	to	the	post.

Aislinn’s	eyes	opened	wide	in	horror.	Her	mouth	opened	wide	on	a	soundless
scream.	Her	body	sagged	 in	 time	with	her	sister’s,	 the	 life	 force	 flowing	out	of
Sorcha’s	body.	Her	sister,	a	scapegoat,	made	to	bear	the	sins	of	her	people.

The	 Druid	 looked	 Aislinn	 directly	 in	 the	 eye.	 His	 murmured	 chanting	 lost
beneath	deafening	cries	for	more	blood.

But	Sorcha’s	bright	blood	spilled	onto	the	Druid’s	hands.	Under	her	narrow,
naked	feet	blood	pooled,	inching	its	way	forward.

The	other	Druids’	chants	joined	with	the	first.	And	suddenly,	the	ground	was
crawling	with	vermin.

A	large	rat	scampered	over	Aislinn’s	leather	shoe.	She	kicked	it	away,	feeling
contaminated.	Blackbirds	and	 ravens	wheeled	 furiously	 in	 the	 sky	above,	 their
squawking	building	in	volume.

No	 one	 else	 seemed	 to	 notice	 the	wrongness	 of	 the	 ritual	 the	Druids	were
performing.	 It	 tainted	all	 it	 touched.	Roots	 shriveled.	 Soil	 charred.	Only	black
ash	remained.

“Cut	her	down	and	place	her	in	the	peatbog,”	the	leader	ordered,	turning	his
back	on	his	sacrificial	victim.

Aislinn’s	 arms	were	 released	 abruptly,	 and	 she	 fell	 forward,	 curling	 into	 a
fetal	position	as	her	legs	gave	way,	just	as	the	storm	burst	with	a	fierce	wind	that
buffeted	 her	 slim	 frame	 as	 she	 lay	 on	 the	 ground.	 Thunder	 and	 lightning
dispersed	 the	 birds	 and	 vermin.	 The	 other	 spectators	 abruptly	 awakened	 as	 if
from	 a	 terrible	 dream	 as	 the	 triune	 of	 Druids	 retreated	 up	 the	 hill,	 quickly
scattering	into	their	huts,	deathly	afraid	and	confused.

Bent	double	in	an	explosion	of	pain	and	grief,	holding	her	middle	as	if	her
heart	would	escape	from	its	frantic	pounding	against	her	rib	cage,	Aislinn	was



too	distraught	to	care.	The	rain	lashed	her	face	and	mixed	with	Sorcha’s	blood,
leaching	into	the	ground.

But	not	everyone	had	gone.
Callum	 reached	 up	 to	 collect	 Sorcha’s	 broken	 body,	 cradling	 her	 in	 his

strong	 embrace.	 His	 face	 unexpectedly	 ghastly	 gray,	 the	 mask	 of	 feral
indifference	slipping	away.	He	howled	in	horror.

“What—”	he	stammered,	uncomprehendingly.	“Sorcha—”
For	a	frozen	moment,	he	was	overcome	by	what	he	had	done.
“No,	 this	 cannot	 be!”	 he	 cried	 in	 self-revulsion.	 Turning	 to	 Aislinn,	 he

longed	for	her	denial.	But	there	was	none.
Aislinn	was	little	more	than	a	broken,	wrecked	thing	upon	the	bloody	ground.

Her	small	frame	heaved	with	the	force	of	her	incoherent	wailing.	He	felt	her	pain
and	suffering	but	could	not	share	his	own.	Much	more	than	Sorcha	had	died	this
day.

He	howled	in	pain	once	more.	It	was	the	cry	of	a	mortally	wounded	animal.
Then	 he	 sprinted	 for	 the	 shadows	 on	 the	 eastern	 edge	 of	 the	 village,	 still
clutching	Sorcha’s	shattered,	doll-like	form	as	if	he	would	outrun	the	storm.

Aislinn	 barely	 noticed.	 She	 cried	 until	 she	 was	 emotionally	 drained.	 Too
drained	to	notice.

Her	 hand	 reached	 out	 to	 touch	 the	 bright,	 silky	 rope	 of	 her	 sister’s	 hair,
clutching	at	it	as	if	it	were	the	only	thing	that	was	holding	her	to	the	Earth.

There	was	nothing.	She	lay	in	a	pit	of	nothingness,	and	she	felt	nothing.
The	storm	raged	overhead.	There	was	something	primitive	and	supernatural

in	the	storm—something	destructive,	alive,	its	evil	intent	roiling	beneath	the	sky
as	the	gunmetal	clouds	rippled	like	tidal	waves	from	its	luminous	epicenter.

And	then	all	was	silence	and	stillness.	And	Aislinn	knew	no	more.



T

CHAPTER	14

he	flame-colored	bracelet	of	finely	woven	human	hair	briefly	shone	under
the	 row	 of	 pendant	 lights	 where	 Aislinn	 was	 tending	 the	 bar.	 It	 was

Wednesday	 night	 at	 Nocturne,	 and	 the	 club	 was	 jamming.	 They	 were
understaffed	 since	 Lark	 had	 a	 hangover	 after	 bingeing	 at	 a	 soccer	 match	 at
Wembley	Stadium	the	night	before.	Aislinn	couldn’t	really	blame	her.	The	scent
of	pounding	human	hearts,	 the	blood	coursing	through	their	veins,	and	red-raw
throats	of	Arsenal	fans	screaming	with	pure	rapture	as	their	team	scored,	it	was
intoxicating.	It	was	a	predator’s	playground.

But	it	was	also	a	huge	pain	in	the	ass	when	they	were	at	their	busiest	with	the
typical	 crowds	 of	 university	 students,	 young	 bloods,	 and	 millennials	 of	 the
immortal	kind	partying	midweek.

The	music	was	 loud	and	discordant,	 the	Goth	band	warming	up	 the	crowd
with	some	of	their	classic	hits.	It	appealed	to	the	Nocturne’s	patrons.

A	revolving	red	and	green	haze	from	the	colored	strobe	lights	tinged	the	dry-
ice	 smoke	 on	 the	 dance	 floor	 a	 sickly	 hue,	 so	 that	 it	 seemed	 they	 were
descending	into	the	flaming	bowels	of	Demura,	just	like	they’d	designed	it.	And
the	place	smelled	of	blood	and	sweat	and	sex.	It	was	fascinating	and	lurid.

And	Aislinn	knew	Caleb	would	be	ecstatic.	Tonight’s	takings	would	give	the
old	man	a	toothache.

“Another	round	of	shots	for	my	mates,”	a	rather	intoxicated	young	Sanguis
called	out	over	 the	din.	Aislinn	 looked	at	him	across	 the	counter,	wondering	 if
she	should	still	be	serving	him.	Permits	to	serve	fresh	human	blood	didn’t	come



cheap,	and	she	didn’t	want	to	have	to	bootleg	the	stuff	like	the	bars	near	Covent
Garden	 because	 one	 vampire	was	 off	 his	 face	 on	 his	 platelet	 count.	 Her	 eyes
narrowed	cautiously,	but	she	casually	asked	him,	“So,	what’re	you	celebrating?”

“It’s	my	four	hundredth,”	he	answered.
Aislinn	was	surprised.	He	 looked	young	for	his	age	with	his	 jet-black	hair,

flawless	pale	skin	and,	well,	his	eyes	were	bloodshot,	but	they	would	normally
have	been	a	warm	chocolate	brown.

“I'm	feeling	my	age,	and	I’ve	ordered	the	Porsche.	Gonna	get	a	spray	tan	and
sink	my	teeth	into	a	cheerleader.	Hell,	yeah,	I’m	going	to	get	the	whole	vampire
midlife-crisis	package.”

Aislinn	 smiled,	 reasoning	 that	 she	 could	 probably	 let	 this	 one	 go.
“Congratulations.	This	round’s	on	the	house.”

“Woohoo!”	He	 fist-pumped	 the	 air.	Then	 sizing	Aislinn	up,	 he	 said	with	 a
drunken	leer,	“I	don’t	suppose	you’d	like	to	get	a	bite	to	eat	after	your	shift.	That
is,	if	you’re	available?”

“Does	she	look	like	she’s	available?”	The	gruff	voice	of	her	business	partner
and	mentor	 intervened.	Caleb	 flexed	his	 left	 arm,	 his	muscles	 bulging	 and	his
tattoos	rippling	aggressively	as	he	glared	at	the	young	vampire	whose	inebriated
state	had	given	him	a	false	bravado.

“N-n-no.	 Sorry.	 I	 don’t	 want	 no	 trouble,	 mate.”	 The	 Sanguis	 immediately
sobered	and	backed	off,	stammering	an	abject	apology	as	he	veered	his	way	back
to	his	friends.

“Seriously,	 Caleb,	were	 you	worried	 I	 couldn’t	 protect	myself	 against	 that
wimp?”	 Planting	 her	 hands	 on	 her	 slender	 hips,	 Aislinn	 rolled	 her	 eyes	 in
annoyance.

“No,”	he	answered,	removing	the	separated	blood	from	the	large	centrifuge
machine	 to	 prepare	 another	 batch	 of	 cocktails.	 “I	 was	 worried	 Forrest	 Gump
over	 there	wouldn’t	 be	 able	 to	 protect	 himself	 against	 you.”	He	 paused	 in	 his
task	 to	 look	 her	 in	 the	 eye.	 “You	 don’t	 seem	 quite	 yourself	 tonight.	You	 sure
you’re	okay?”

He	knew	she	had	been	upset	by	the	information	given	to	her	by	Styx,	but	he
wasn’t	game	to	ask	her	what	was	on	the	flash	drive.	Aislinn	would	tell	him	about



it	if	she	wanted	him	to	know.	That	was	how	it	usually	worked.
She	 shot	him	an	 irritated	 look	 from	beneath	 long	 lashes.	 “You’re	 asking	 if

I’m	okay?	I’m	fine.	I’m	not	the	one	who	pretty	much	threatened	to	black-bag	the
poor	guy.	You	even	have	your	teeth	bared.”

“I	 didn’t,”	 Caleb	 returned	 in	 a	 gruff	 tone.	 He	 hurriedly	 looked	 down,
instantly	retracting	his	teeth.

“You	did.	Ask	Cole.	He	was	here.”
Caleb	turned	to	glare	menacingly	at	Aislinn’s	firstborn,	who	almost	choked

on	his	tropical	blood	cocktail.
“Don’t	 look	 at	 me,”	 Cole	 protested	 with	 a	 splutter,	 his	 eyebrows	 winging

upward	in	alarm.	“I’m	staying	out	of	this	one.”	Picking	up	his	drink,	he	suddenly
decided	to	relocate	to	the	other	end	of	the	establishment.

Caleb	grunted	as	he	watched	Cole	disappear.	That	boy’s	getting	smarter.
Appalled	 and	angry,	Aislinn	 shot	 a	 filthy	 look	at	Caleb.	Her	voice	held	 an

accusatory	tone.	“Now,	look	what	you’ve	done.	You’ve	scared	off	Cole.”
“Me?	I	didn’t	do	it!	You’re	the	one	who’s	as	vicious	as	a	rattlesnake	tonight.”

A	large	hand	reached	up	 to	stroke	over	his	bald	head	 to	massage	 the	annoying
migraine	 that	 would	 not	 go	 away.	 “Look,	 do	 me	 a	 favor.	 Take	 a	 five-minute
break.	Go	outside	and	get	a	breath	of	fresh	air.	It’ll	do	you	good.”

“I	don’t	breathe,”	she	bit	back	sarcastically.
“Dammit,	Aislinn!	For	Vlad’s	sake,	just	go	already.”
“Fine!	 When	 you	 ask	 so	 nicely,	 how	 can	 I	 refuse?”	 Glaring	 at	 the	 burly

Malum,	Aislinn	 handed	 over	 a	 tray	 filled	with	 brimming	 glass	 test	 tubes	 to	 a
waitress,	 instructing	her	 that	 it	was	for	 the	group	celebrating	a	 four	hundredth,
and	 tossed	 her	 apron	 behind	 the	 counter	 in	 a	 huff,	making	 sure	Caleb	 got	 the
point.

She	stormed	out	the	staff	entrance	at	the	rear	of	the	club.
Immediately	 as	 the	 backdoor	 closed	 behind	 her,	 the	 noise	 of	 the	 club

dampened,	leaving	only	a	rhythmic	throbbing	from	the	band’s	playing,	like	the
sound	of	a	human	heart	beating.

She	 paused	 on	 the	 backstairs	 and	 stretched	 her	muscles,	 smoothly	 rotating
her	neck.



The	brown-brick	buildings	towering	above	her	hemmed	her	in	on	both	sides
to	create	an	oppressive	sense	of	claustrophobia.	Several	of	the	streetlights	were
out,	the	glass	deliberately	smashed	by	the	nocturnal	creatures	that	lurked	around
this	area,	though	the	one	closest	to	the	club	cast	a	dull	yellow	glow	from	behind
its	iron	cage.

The	alley	was	ghost	quiet.	Except	for	the	whispers	of	those	long-dead	souls
still	 trapped	 by	 the	 wind	 funneling	 through	 London’s	 Dickensian	 alleys	 and
laneways.

This	 place	wasn’t	 known	 locally	 as	 “Slash	Alley”	 for	 nothing.	 It	 had	been
part	of	London’s	grisly	past	of	brothels	 and	 streetwalkers	 and	opium	dens	and
Jack	the	Ripper.

Aislinn	liked	it	this	way.	The	macabre	urban	myths	hid	the	truth	of	her	kind,
lurking	in	these	darkened	laneways	and	preying	on	unsuspecting,	lost	souls.

The	area	once	offered	rare	pickings.
If	 a	 human	 rounded	 the	 corner,	 they	would	 be	 surprised	 to	 find	 a	 pleasant

courtyard	for	pedestrian	booklovers	composed	of	enticing	bookstores,	charming
cafés,	and	the	old	servants’	entries	of	Georgian	townhouses	still	lit	by	gas	lamps.

It	was	deceptively	welcoming.	A	perfect	feeding	ground.
Though	the	alleys	surrounding	the	courtyard	didn’t	really	lead	anywhere	as

they	 were	 mostly	 cul-de-sacs	 and	 dead	 ends,	 this	 ghostly	 area	 behind	 the
Nocturne	remained	unaltered,	even	over	several	centuries,	luring	foolish	humans
to	 their	 deaths.	 It	 continued	 to	 gain	 its	 macabre	 character	 for	 the	 number	 of
murders	 that	 had	 occurred	 here	 since	 the	 Victorian	 era	 when	 Dorian	 and	 his
buddies,	Harry	and	Jack,	were	on	their	feeding	frenzies.

For	that	specific	reason,	it	often	drew	a	younger,	rebellious	group	of	patrons
to	the	Nocturne.	And	while	they	partied	their	immortal	lives	away,	she	continued
her	search	for	her	sister’s	killers.

Vlad	 dammit!	 What	 was	 the	 point	 of	 being	 immortal	 when	 she	 took	 no
pleasure	in	it?

Perhaps	Caleb	was	right,	after	all.
She	enjoyed	her	moment	of	 solitude	and	 realized	 she	was	bone-deep	 tired.

Too	 many	 all-nighters.	 Not	 nearly	 enough	 fun.	 She’d	 have	 to	 watch	 it.	 She



wasn’t	getting	any	younger.
But	 she	couldn’t	 rest	until	 she’d	 fulfilled	her	promise.	She	had	 tracked	 the

Druids	from	Ireland	to	England,	and	for	a	brief	period,	they	seemed	to	disappear,
using	dark	magic,	going	underground.

Now	there	were	signs	they’d	resurfaced.	Spates	of	unnatural	deaths	that	were
even	worrying	Julius.	Foul	creatures	spawned	by	their	dark	arts.

She	 swore	 she	 would	 find	 them.	 Despite	 the	 setback	 of	 the	 redacted
information,	she	was	as	committed	as	ever	to	her	quest.

Soon	they	will	pay.
Yes,	soon.	Very	soon.
She	 felt	 much	 better	 breathing	 in	 the	 chill	 night	 air	 as	 the	 moon	 passed

behind	 the	 wisp	 of	 a	 cloud,	 temporarily	 plunging	 the	 alley	 into	 comforting
darkness,	 though	 she	would	 never	 admit	 as	much	 to	 the	 old	man.	He	 liked	 to
prove	her	wrong	and	him	right.

The	rattling	sound	of	a	bottle	skittering	across	the	stone	pavement	setts	made
her	curious.	The	area	looked	oddly	deserted,	not	unusual	on	a	Wednesday	night
when	pickings	were	slim	in	the	nearby	courtyard	as	those	Nubes	abandoned	by
their	makers	struggled	to	survive	on	their	own.	But	in	London,	there	was	always
someone	or	something	working	the	alleys.

Walking	 soundlessly	 toward	 the	 small,	 cozy	 courtyard,	 Aislinn	 slipped
around	 the	 corner	 to	 another	 cul-de-sac,	 a	 narrow	 laneway	 that	 had	 long	 ago
been	 used	 as	 a	 service	 lane	 for	 deliveries	 to	 the	Georgian	 townhouses.	 It	was
evident	 vagrants	 had	 been	 living	 here,	 as	 there	 were	 cardboard	 mats,	 moldy
blankets,	empty	tin	cans,	and	bottles	scattered	around	its	perimeter.

As	she	approached	the	glass	bottle	that	was	still	sinisterly	rocking	back	and
forth	 on	 the	 pavement,	 Aislinn	 became	 aware	 of	 a	 flicker	 of	movement	 from
behind	the	wrought-iron	railings	of	a	Georgian	townhouse	only	occupied	during
the	day	by	an	accountancy	firm.

Her	boot	struck	a	small	pile	of	animal	bones	forming	a	strange	design.	Not
human.	Mainly	rats’	bones,	though	there	were	one	or	two	larger	animal	skeletons
probably	belonging	to	cats	or	perhaps	foxes	that	lay	among	them.

She	circled	 the	bones,	not	even	realizing	what	she	was	doing	or	where	she



was	 going.	 She	was	 so	 intent	 on	 the	 pattern	 formed	 on	 the	 ground	 that	 she’d
almost	fallen	into	a	trance.	It	reminded	her	of—

But	it	couldn’t	be.	It	just	couldn’t.
As	 Aislinn	 looked	 closely,	 she	 drew	 back	 in	 horror,	 swallowing	 back	 the

rising	 nausea	 that	 threatened	 to	 relieve	 her	 of	 her	 last	 meal.	 Her	 hand	 fell
reflexively	 to	 the	 hilt	 of	 her	 skean,	 sheathed	 at	 her	 hip,	 and	 rested	 there.
Unconsciously,	 her	 slender	 fingers	 stroked	 the	 intricately	 woven	 auburn	 hair
fastened	to	the	hilt,	delicately	knitted	into	the	leather	by	a	master-craftsman.

For	a	moment,	her	jaw	clenched.
The	 arranged	 bones	 formed	 three	 concentric	 outer	 circles	 enclosing	within

them	 three	 dark	 points,	 representing	 anything	 from	 gods	 to	 men,	 from	which
three	straight	lines	extended	like	rays	of	light.

It	shouldn’t	have	had	the	power	to	frighten	her,	but	it	did.	The	last	time	she
had	fixed	her	eyes	upon	this	symbol	was	the	day	her	sister	was	murdered.

It	had	adorned	the	necks	of	the	triune	of	Druids	who	had	sacrificed	Sorcha,	a
dark	tattoo	marking	them,	denoting	their	filthy	corruption.

Blood	 rage	 surged,	 threatening	 to	 spill	 over.	 She	 felt	 it	 simmering	 beneath
the	surface,	boiling	in	her	blood.

Wrath.	Vengeance.	Justice.
The	ghoulish	pattern	 ignited	Kayne’s	gift.	Seeing	 the	 image,	 it	was	hard	 to

clamp	down	on	 her	 emotions.	Hard	 not	 to	 go	 on	 a	 killing	 spree,	 to	 tear	 some
unwary	 human	 apart	 from	 limb	 to	 limb	 and	 feast	 on	 their	 bloody	 body	while
their	heart	continued	to	beat	away	its	essence.	Hard	not	 to	scream	curses	up	at
Heaven	and	the	cruel	God	seated	in	indifferent	judgment	there.

Kayne’s	toxic	blood	gift.	Immortality	at	a	price.
She	swallowed	the	obscenities	that	rose	to	her	lips,	almost	choking	on	their

bitter	sharpness.	Blood	rage,	when	it	blindsided	her,	did	that.
Steady,	Aislinn.	Just	let	be.
Aislinn	centered	herself.
She	still	felt	a	pulsing	in	her	blood,	but	at	least	it	was	of	the	ordinary,	nearly

human	kind	and	not	a	vampire’s	diseased	blood	rage.
Let	be.



Then,	even	this	rage	drained	from	her.	What	was	left	was	biting,	but	she	had
mastery	over	her	thoughts	and	emotions	once	more.

“‘Sticks	and	stones	shall	break	her	bones	and	drain	the	life	force	from	her.’
That’s	how	it	happened,	didn’t	 it?	So	much	blood.	Pretty	 red,	pretty	 red.	Drip.
Drip.	Drop.”	The	voice	was	familiar	but	not	the	scent.	It	was	as	if	he	had	been
corrupted.	There	was	a	terrible	sickness	that	lay	within.

Aislinn	stiffened.
He	was	so	thin,	he	was	almost	a	pile	of	bones	himself.
But	his	words.	How	could	he	possibly	know?
“Seth?”	Aislinn	asked	in	a	soft,	coaxing	tone,	 the	kind	of	 tone	reserved	for

small	 children	 and	 fragile,	 elderly	 people,	 like	 those	 who	 were	 suffering
dementia,	 those	whom	you	had	 to	 show	 the	 utmost	 care	 and	patience.	 “That’s
right,	isn’t	it?	You’re	Seth,	aren’t	you?	We’ve	met.	At	the	Nocturne.	Don’t	you
remember?”

“Red	circles,	pretty	red	circles,”	he	chanted,	ignoring	her.
She	took	a	light	step	forward	very,	very	slowly.	She	had	no	wish	to	frighten

him	back	into	hiding.
Frighten	him?
Aislinn	 almost	wanted	 to	 laugh,	 even	 though	 the	 situation	wasn’t	 funny	 at

all.
He	was	 the	one	who	was	 frightening	her.	The	cold,	 crazy	voice	was	 like	a

sluice	of	ice	water	jolting	her	out	of	her	calmness.	How	could	Seth	possibly	know
what	had	happened	to	her	sister?

Approaching	 the	Nubes	 gently,	 Aislinn	 noted	 his	 deterioration	 since	 she’d
seen	him	last.	His	hair	was	matted	with	dried	blood	and	fur	and	what	looked	to
be	the	entrails	of	the	rodents	and	stray	cats	he’d	been	feasting	on.	As	he	cocked
his	 head	 to	 the	 side	 to	 examine	 the	 feline	 skull	 he	 was	 holding,	 he	 crooned
charmingly,	 launching	 into	 a	 nursery	 rhyme	 as	 if	 singing	 it	 a	 lullaby	 to	 sleep.
“‘Four	and	twenty	blackbirds	baked	in	a	pie—’”

Seth	 sang	 in	 a	 jangling,	 sing-song	manner,	 rocking	 back	 and	 forth	 on	 his
haunches.	Aislinn	 noted	 his	 extreme	weight	 loss.	He	was	 scrawny	 and	 gawky
with	 stick-thin	 legs	 and	 arms	 jutting	 out	 at	 odd	 angles	 as	 he	 crouched	 on	 the



ground.
Aislinn	had	seen	 this	only	once	or	 twice	before.	This	was	 the	beginning	of

the	famine	stage	when	vampires	went	beyond	the	three-day	feeding	curfew.	If	he
continued	 like	 this	 for	much	 longer,	he	would	slowly	become	mummified	and,
potentially,	 could	 spend	 eternity	 in	 this	 state	 until,	 by	 chance,	 reawakened	 by
fresh	blood.

She	had	to	do	something.
“Seth?	Are	you	hungry?	Wait	here	while	I	get	you	something	to	eat.”
She	knew	she	was	taking	a	huge	risk	in	leaving	him	alone	while	she	ran	back

to	the	club	to	grab	several	blood	bags,	but	she	didn’t	think	she	had	much	choice.
He	was	unresponsive	to	her	attempts	to	soothe	him,	but	maybe	food	would	make
him	talk.

The	hair	on	the	back	of	her	neck	rose,	and	she	knew	before	she	turned	that
she	might	be	too	late	to	save	what	was	left	of	his	mind.

Hurry,	Aislinn.	Hurry.	Don’t	let	him	get	away.	You	need	him.



B

CHAPTER	15

ut	Aislinn	 needn’t	 have	worried.	 She	was	 back	 in	 a	 heartbeat,	 and	Seth
hadn’t	moved	 from	 his	 spot.	 Like	 an	 infant,	 he	 had	 no	 concept	 of	 self-

preservation.	 It	was	obvious	he	didn’t	know	how	to	hunt.	 In	 that,	he	was	even
worse	than	Cole.	And	more	worrying	still,	he	was	so	unwary	of	the	dangers	of
his	situation.

He	 still	 sang	 his	 crazy	 children’s	 rhyme.	 “‘Down	 came	 a	 blackbird	 and
pecked	off	her	nose—’”

Aislinn	 quickly	 tore	 open	 the	 first	 blood	 bag	with	 her	 teeth,	 releasing	 the
sharp,	metallic	scent	into	the	night	air.

He	 went	 suddenly	 still.	 Silent.	 His	 eyes	 slid	 hungrily	 toward	 her	 as	 his
nostrils	flared.

Then	swiftly,	Seth	was	on	his	 feet,	and	she	almost	didn’t	 recognize	him	as
his	eyes	dilated	to	a	jet-black	wildness,	fueled	by	greed	and	rage.	He	bared	his
teeth,	his	fangs	jagged	like	the	jaws	of	a	shark,	and	lunged	at	her,	grasping	for
the	blood	bag	in	her	hands.

Surrendering	it	to	him,	Aislinn	watched	as	he	downed	the	entire	contents	in
less	than	a	second	and	went	for	the	next.

Caleb	would	have	had	her	eyeteeth	if	he	knew	she	was	giving	a	vagrant	their
best	stuff.	She	hadn’t	been	selective,	merely	grabbing	the	first	thing	that	came	to
hand—it	just	happened	to	be	a	robust	ten-year-old	Scot	from	Speyside.

“Slowly,	Seth,	or	you’ll	make	yourself	sick,”	she	murmured	gently	over	and
over,	trying	to	get	through	to	him	in	his	frenzied	feeding.



Somehow,	her	words	must	have	started	 to	make	sense	because	he	began	 to
drink	at	a	slower,	calmer	pace.

“I’m	sorry	 it	was	chilled.	 I	know	it	 tastes	nasty.”	Aislinn	apologized	 to	 the
young	 Nubes,	 feeling	 overwhelming	 pity	 for	 him.	 But	 she	 was	 kind	 of	 glad
Caleb	was	still	inside	the	club	and	ignorant	of	what	was	going	on	out	here,	since
calling	a	vintage	drop	“nasty”	was	about	as	blasphemous	as	a	vampire	could	get.

But	 it	was	heartbreaking	 to	 see	Seth	 like	 this.	He	was	human	once,	 just	 as
much	 as	 she	 had	 been.	 His	 current	 state	 of	 existence	 should	 never	 have
happened.	She	didn’t	quite	understand	what	could	possibly	have	gone	wrong	in
his	turning.

Dorian	was	a	Malum	and	a	strong	one	at	that.	Any	human	he	decided	to	sire
would	 benefit	 from	his	 strength	 and	 savagery,	 easily	 going	 through	 the	 rite	 of
passage	 to	 embrace	 his	 vampirism.	But	 Seth	was	 damaged	 beyond	 repair,	 and
that	 couldn’t	have	been	caused	by	any	corruption	 in	Dorian’s	blood	 since	as	 a
Malum,	he	had	the	rare	ability	to	propagate	their	species.

“Who	turned	you,	Seth?”	Aislinn	whispered,	not	expecting	a	response	from
the	Nubes	feeding	in	front	of	her.

But	Seth	looked	up	with	clear,	dark,	puppy-dog	eyes	and	gave	his	first	lucid
answer.	“A	vampire.	They	called	him	Harry.”

And	now	Aislinn	understood.	Of	course.	It	had	to	be	Dorian’s	vicious,	feral
friend,	Harry.	Who	else	could	it	have	been?

Harry	 was	 a	 Sanguis,	 and	 that	 explained	 the	 difference	 in	 his	 and	 her
younger	 son’s	 abilities.	 Dorian	 was	 pure	 blooded,	 having	 the	 most	 infectious
blood	and	the	darkest	soul.	As	such,	the	Atum	Council	expected	him	and	other
Malums	like	him	and	Aislinn	to	do	their	duty	to	propagate	their	species.	Harry,	a
mere	Sanguis,	was	weaker,	his	blood	inferior,	which	meant	he	was	as	 likely	 to
create	 a	 Nubes	 as	 a	 Malum.	 And	 just	 as	 likely	 to	 kill	 his	 offspring	 in	 the
transition.

Not	all	humans	 survived	 the	 turning.	No	one	 really	knew	why,	but	Aislinn
suspected	 it	was	 due	 to	 the	 potency	 of	 the	 sire’s	 black	 blood	 and	 the	 intrinsic
goodness	of	the	human.

These	souls	were	often	too	pure.	Too	moral.	Too	innocent.	Too	white—like



the	Mark	of	Cain	on	their	forehead.	Most	probably,	they	were	to	be	ushered	by
angels	 through	 the	 pearly	 gates	 of	 Heaven	 as	 soon	 as	 they	 passed	 from	 their
human	life.

But	if	by	some	chance	they	survived	the	three-day	transition,	they	still	had	to
survive	their	first	feed,	which	Aislinn	knew	signaled	a	death	for	both	the	human
victim	and	the	newborn	vampire	as	they	surrendered	the	last	of	their	humanity,	a
bitter,	painful	process.

But	even	then,	some	Nubes	didn’t	die.	Nor	did	they	truly	live	to	be	reborn	as
fully	 fledged	 vampires.	 Some	Nubes	 survived	 the	 transition	 only	 to	 be	 driven
insane	in	their	first	feeding	frenzy.

These	poor	victims	of	a	botched	turning	were	heavily	infected	with	a	genetic
madness.	And	sadly,	most	of	them	were	abandoned	by	their	sires,	left	homeless,
roaming	aimlessly,	biting	humans	 in	a	 feverish	blood	 rage	or,	 instead,	 starving
on	the	streets.

Seth	tossed	away	the	last	blood	bag	and	looked	across	at	Aislinn,	cowering.
She	finally	took	a	good	look	at	him.
A	very	dirty,	very	 terrified	Nubes	stared	back	at	her	with	huge	eyes,	 round

like	saucers.	His	pathetically	emaciated,	fragile-looking	form	reminded	her	of	a
delicate	 porcelain	 doll.	 He	 might	 have	 been	 lovely	 once,	 and	 perhaps	 with	 a
proper	 shower,	 his	 tangled	 and	matted	 hair	 washed	 and	 combed,	 he	 could	 be
lovely	again.

But	still	damaged.
Under	 layers	 of	 blood	 and	 dirt,	 Aislinn	 could	 see	 a	 smattering	 of	 golden

freckles.	There	was	something	rather	perverse	about	that	little	feature,	something
that	made	her	very	angry.	Dorian	and	Harry	at	their	sickening	games	once	more.
Luckily,	Julius	had	condemned	Jack	to	a	solar	cell	for	his	spate	of	killings	and
notoriety	 as	 Jack	 the	Ripper,	 bringing	 their	 coven	 to	 the	 attention	 of	 humans.
Otherwise,	he	would	have	egged	them	on	to	something	even	worse.

Seth	still	held	the	feline’s	skull	in	his	hand,	its	top	gnawed	partway	through.
It	seemed	to	have	some	meaning	for	him.	He	wouldn’t	part	with	it.	Everything
about	the	newborn	Nubes	made	her	want	to	cry,	and	Aislinn	wasn’t	normally	the
crying	sort.



“It’s	all	right,”	Aislinn	murmured	soothingly.
She	moved	toward	Seth,	reaching	out	her	hand	slowly	so	as	not	to	scare	him

off.	But	Seth	backed	away,	trembling	visibly,	his	vision	fixated	on	Aislinn	like	a
rabbit	 blinded	 by	 the	 headlights	 of	 an	 oncoming	 car.	 Aislinn’s	 hand	 almost
reached	him,	but	the	Nubes	launched	like	a	slingshot,	scuttling	beneath	the	open
drain	at	the	side	of	the	alley.

“Vlad	damn	it!”	Aislinn	shouted,	scrambling	to	follow	him,	 to	keep	him	in
sight.

For	 a	Nubes,	 he	was	 incredibly	wiry	 and	 fast.	 She	 briefly	wondered	 if	 his
abilities	had	anything	to	do	with	him	being	jacked	up.

Well,	it’s	not	rocket	science,	Aislinn.	Of	course,	he’s	jacked	up.	Anyone	with
that	much	 blood	 in	 him	 is	 likely	 to	 go	 cray-cray.	He	 just	 binged	 half	 a	 dozen
blood	bags.	And	you	gave	them	to	him,	dumbass.	Caleb’s	gonna	give	you	a	root
canal	for	this.

Scurrying	frantically	sideways,	Seth	dropped	down	a	duct	of	some	sort	and
into	London’s	labyrinth	of	underground	sewers.

“Oh,	fuck	me,	no	way!”	She	dived	in	after	him.
As	she	landed,	Aislinn	felt	a	sharp	tug,	hearing	a	tearing	sound	as	the	side	of

her	leather	pants	hooked	on	a	twisted	piece	of	metal	and	ripped	along	the	thigh.
It	 also	 scratched	 her	 smooth	 flesh,	 but	 almost	 instantly,	 she	 healed	 over.	 The
same	could	not	be	said	for	her	pants.

“Dammit!”	 First	 her	 dress,	 and	 now	her	 favorite	 pair	 of	 pants.	 She	wasn’t
having	much	luck	this	week.

And	Brian	was	going	 to	kill	her	when	he	 saw	 the	amount	of	animal	bones
behind	 the	 Nocturne.	 It	 was	 tough	 keeping	 their	 presence	 from	 the	 human
population.	 It	 often	 meant	 dealing	 ruthlessly	 with	 the	 ones	 like	 Jack	 and	 the
insane	Nubes.	But	she	wanted	 to	keep	Seth	alive.	No,	she	needed	 to	keep	him
alive.

The	Cleaner	wasn’t	 the	easiest	vampire	on	Earth	to	deal	with	at	 the	best	of
times,	 and	 he	wasn’t	 going	 to	 like	 this,	 though	 an	Aurum	Julius	 or	 two	 as	 an
additional	bonus	might	sweeten	things	a	little.

Just	 ahead	 in	 the	dark,	Aislinn	 saw	Seth	 slip	 into	 a	narrow	space	behind	a



thick	iron	grille.	It	seemed	to	lead	into	a	strange-looking	Victorian	antechamber
of	some	sort,	left	over	from	the	same	era	when	the	unused	railway	tunnels	were
shut	down	by	the	authorities.

Seth	backed	 into	a	corner	of	 the	 tiny	cavity,	behaving	 like	an	animal	being
hunted,	his	nose	frantically	twitching	as	he	sniffed	the	air.

“It’s	okay,”	Aislinn	reassured,	her	voice	lulling	like	soft	waves	lapping	at	the
shore.	“Don’t	be	afraid.	I’m	here	to	help.”

Entering	the	gloomy	space,	she	took	a	long	look	around	her	in	amazement.
Holy	 shit	 balls!	 It	 was	 a	 nest.	 A	 traditional	 vampire	 lair.	 And	 built	 by	 a

mentally	disturbed	child.
She	hadn’t	seen	one	of	these	in	ages.	And	never	in	London.
Wadded-up,	moldy	woolen	blankets	and	pieces	of	cardboard	lined	the	small

space.	There	were	piles	of	unwashed,	old	clothes	thrown	into	the	damp	corners
with	a	haphazard	array	of	broken	objects—ceramic	mugs	and	glass	bottles,	old
toys	 and	 stuffed	 animals,	 a	 baby’s	 pram	 filled	 with	 a	 collection	 of	 lost
smartphones,	damp	books	and	magazines	 and,	of	 course,	bones,	 lots	of	bones,
and	all	foraged	from	the	living,	human	world	he	remembered	but	was	no	longer
a	part	of.

Somehow,	Seth	had	managed	to	survive	his	transition.	It	wasn’t	very	pretty
but	she	marveled	at	his	amazing	ability	to	function	as	a	vampire,	to	adapt	to	his
new	and	frightening	situation	on	his	own,	even	if	the	life	he	was	living	was	an
eternal	nightmare.

“It’s	all	right,	Seth.	You’re	going	to	be	all	right	now.”
But	the	look	in	his	eye	was	still	mistrustful,	and	he	was	deeply	alarmed	by

Aislinn’s	presence	in	his	private	place,	edging	along	the	walls	as	if	he	feared	she
would	harm	him.

“It’s	okay,	Seth.	I’m	here	to	help	you.	I’m	Aislinn,	remember?”
At	her	words,	Seth	bared	his	spikily	sharp	teeth,	eyes	going	wide	and	dark,

and	dived	for	the	only	means	of	escape,	the	way	they	had	entered.	But	Aislinn
was	even	faster,	grabbing	him	before	he	could	squirm	through	the	narrow	exit	as
he	lashed	out	at	her	in	a	frenzy.

“Hush,	Seth,”	she	murmured	comfortingly.	“It’s	all	right	now.	I’m	not	going



to	hurt	you.	I	promise.”
She	 held	 the	 Nubes	 in	 a	 tight	 bearhug	 from	 behind,	 controlling	 his	 wild

struggles	until	he	eventually	calmed,	the	fight	leaving	his	body	suddenly	like	a
balloon	instantly	deflating.

They	 stayed	 like	 that	 for	 several	 human	 heartbeats,	 still	 as	 an	 alabaster
statue,	a	perverse	version	of	 the	Pietà.	She	 feared	 to	 let	him	go	 in	case	he	got
spooked	again,	though	looking	at	him	with	his	sallow	skin	and	glittering	eyes,	he
was	 the	 scariest	 thing	 she’d	 seen	 in	 a	 long	 time.	And	 that	was	coming	 from	a
vampire	who	thought	she’d	seen	everything.

“They’re	 coming,”	 he	 muttered	 in	 a	 low,	 paranoid	 voice.	 His	 eyes	 darted
back	and	forth	in	the	darkness	warily,	but	he	didn’t	pull	away	from	her.	“Pretty
red	circles.	At	night.	‘Three	blind	mice.	See	how	they	run?’”

“Seth?”	Aislinn	asked,	slowly	releasing	him	and	turning	him	around	to	face
her.	His	 puppy-dog	 eyes	 looked	mournful.	 “Please.	 Please	 tell	me.	What	 have
you	seen?”

But	Seth	kept	 repeating	 the	nursery	 rhyme	until	Aislinn	 thought	she	would
scream.	“‘Three	blind	mice.	Three	blind	mice	with	a	carving	knife.	Three	blind
mice.’”

She	despaired	of	ever	making	sense	of	his	mad	ramblings.	He	was	damaged
goods.	 Seth	 looked	 so	 young	 but	 had	 seen	 way	 too	 much.	 His	 stare	 was
traumatized,	 tracking	 wildly	 the	 unseen	 horrors	 that	 stalked	 in	 memories	 that
didn’t	even	belong	to	him.	His	lips	were	white	and	trembling	against	his	ashen
face.

“Seth,	stop.	Please.”
Ignoring	her,	he	stuttered	out	his	 toneless	chanting.	Came	to	 the	end	of	 the

rhyme.	 Paused.	 And	 flinched.	 Then,	 eyes	 chasing	 shadows	 that	 roamed	 his
mind’s	eye,	he	began	over	again.

“Seth,	 please.	What	do	you	know	of	my	 sister?	Have	you	 seen	 them?	The
ones	who	killed	her?	The	Druids?”

“‘Three	blind	mice—’”
She	wanted	to	cry.	In	that	moment,	she	hated	Dorian	and	Harry	with	nearly

all	of	her	being,	almost	as	much	as	the	ones	who	had	murdered	her	sister.	They



had	 broken	 this	 child	 and	 discarded	 him	 as	 if	 he	were	 no	more	 than	 a	 cheap,
plastic	toy,	something	disposable	and	trivial,	once	he	had	proven	useless	to	them.

She	 was	 disgusted	 at	 Dorian’s	 cruelty.	 He	 enjoyed	 destroying	 things	 and
people.	He	liked	to	watch	his	victims	suffer	and	felt	nothing	for	them	as	if	they
were	 merely	 bacteria	 he	 could	 study	 under	 a	 microscope	 with	 an	 indifferent
obsession.

One	day,	Dorian	would	push	her	 too	 far.	But	 he	was	 still	 Julius’s	 favorite.
She	would	need	to	tread	carefully	with	Julius	and	Dorian.

“Seth,”	she	begged.	“Seth,	please,	come	back.”	But	he	stared	with	eyes	that
were	 all	 pupil,	 all	 glazed	black.	She	 shook	her	head	hopelessly.	There	was	no
way	to	get	through	to	him.	It	would	require	passing	the	demons	in	the	hell	of	his
mind.

She	gave	up.	Defeated.
He	was	lost.
Yet	something	strange	happened.	Finally	observing	the	dark	nightmare	world

behind	Seth’s	eyes,	when	she	could	take	it	no	more	and	was	about	to	turn	away,
he	whispered	one	word.	“Aislinn.”

She	froze.	“Seth?”
His	eyes	were	clear	and	focused.	“Don’t	go.”
She	felt	sorry	for	him.	He	was	so	alone.	Friendless.	“I’m	here,	Seth.	I’m	not

going	anywhere.”
“No,	don’t	go,”	 he	 said	urgently.	He	 looked	genuinely	 afraid	 for	 her.	 “You

search	for	them	in	vain.	But	they	will	come.	They	will	come	for	you.	Fire.	Water.
Air.	Do	not	let	them	tempt	you	with	their	false	promises.”

She	was	spellbound	by	his	words.	They	chilled	her	to	the	bone.	It	was	as	if
she	were	hearing	a	prophecy	of	doom.

Snakelike,	his	hand	reached	out	to	capture	her	wrist.	She	was	shocked	at	the
strength	 in	 him,	 the	 muscles	 in	 his	 stick-thin	 arms	 cordlike,	 binding	 her,
tightening	 around	 her	 wrist,	 though	 she	 made	 no	 attempt	 to	 pull	 away.
Fascinated,	Seth	tilted	his	head	and	stared	down	at	her	braided	bracelet.	“Pretty
red	circles.”

“Yes.”



“They	left	her	in	a	peatbog.	Cold.	Dark.	Alone.	They	took	her	life	force	but
not	her	soul.	Her	soul	remained	inviolate.	It	wasn’t	theirs	to	take.	She’s	with	the
angels	 now.”	 He	 looked	 infinitely	 sad	 as	 he	 reached	 out	 to	 touch	 Aislinn’s
bracelet.

“Yes.”
And	then	Seth	started	 to	cry	 like	a	 lost	 little	boy.	“They	left	me	in	a	room.

Cold.	Dark.	Alone.”
“I’m	so	sorry,	Seth,”	Aislinn	said.	She	didn’t	have	the	heart	to	tell	him	that

they	all	began	 the	 same	way.	All	 their	 race.	They	died	alone	as	human	beings
and	were	reborn	alone	as	vampires.	And	in	between,	there	was	only	the	cold	and
the	dark	and	the	terrible	 lonesomeness.	She	looked	at	 the	feline	skull	Seth	still
held	in	his	hand,	wondering	if	that	was	the	reason	he	couldn’t	let	go	of	it.

“Seth,	you	said	 they	will	 come.”	Aislinn	gently	prodded	him,	 trying	 to	get
him	to	return	to	the	psychic	link	between	worlds,	between	the	living	and	undying
and	the	dead.	“What	do	you	mean?”

“One	by	one,	they	will	come,”	he	confirmed	cryptically.	“‘Three	blind	mice.
See	how	they	run.’”

Reasoning	 through	what	 Seth	was	 trying	 to	 tell	 her,	 she	 felt	 that	 the	 three
blind	 mice	 could	 only	 be	 the	 triune	 of	 Druids,	 the	 dark	 mages	 she	 was
committed	to	killing.	And	Seth	prophesized	they	would	come,	one	by	one.

One	at	a	time?	At	different	times?	One	after	the	other?	Well,	she’d	have	to
wait	and	see	how	that	panned	out.

But	he	also	cautioned	her	not	to	go.
But	go	where?	And	when?
His	temporal	 leaps	weren’t	very	clear.	He	spoke	of	her	sister,	 long	dead,	at

the	 same	 time	 as	 predicting	 an	 unknown	 future.	 It	 was	 almost	 like	 past	 and
present	 and	 future	were	 the	 same	 for	him.	Her	 journey	was	yet	 to	be	planned,
though	it	seemed	she	would	be	going	on	one.	Eventually.

But	the	one	thing	she	could	be	certain	of,	the	only	thing	that	mattered,	was
that	her	demand	for	justice	still	burned	deep.	And	she	would	have	her	revenge.

Oh	 yes,	 they’d	 better	 run.	 When	 I	 catch	 up	 to	 them—and	 she	 swore	 she
would—Heaven	help	them	because	nothing	else	on	Earth	is	going	to.



A

CHAPTER	16

islinn	 finished	her	daily	military	 regimen	with	a	 sudden	spring	 into	 the
air,	 delivering	 a	 Wushu-style	 triple	 kick	 at	 her	 sparring	 partner	 with

sufficient	 force	 to	 send	 him	 reeling	 backward.	 Landing	 lightly	 on	 the	 mat	 as
graceful	as	a	dancer,	she	discharged	a	brutal	follow-up	of	front	kicks	and	round
kicks	 to	 Caleb’s	 ribs	 without	 pausing,	 before	 firing	 out	 a	 final	 devastating
sidekick	that	he	somehow	managed	to	block	and	catch,	or	it	would	have	sent	him
flying	through	the	dojo	wall.

“Vlad’s	tits,	Aislinn!	You’re	not	still	mad	at	me,	are	you?”
Her	bright	blue	eyes	snapped	at	him,	but	she	calmly	said,	“What	in	the	world

would	give	you	that	idea?”
She’d	 spent	 the	 past	 six	 hours	 doing	 her	 usual	 suspension	 training,

kickboxing,	and	weightlifting	regimen	as	Caleb	had	taught	her	in	boot	camp.	But
she	 still	 hadn’t	 worked	 out	 her	 excessive	 aggression	 caused	 by	 the	 double
whammy	of	the	redacted	information	from	Styx	and	the	warnings	from	Psychic
Seth—she	decided	to	call	him	this	after	their	encounter	since	there	was	no	other
way	 to	 explain	 his	 weird	 and	 unique	 abilities—and	 was	 taking	 it	 out	 on	 her
broad-shouldered	 personal	 trainer	 and	 oldest	 friend	 who	 had	 conveniently
offered	to	spot	her.

Welcome	 to	 my	 nightmare.	 WTF.	 Maybe	 an	 additional	 round	 of	 agility
training	might	help.

“Aislinn,	 I	 did	 it	 for	 your	 own	 good.	 Can’t	 you	 see	 that?”	 The	 tattooed,
bronzed	muscles	rippled	on	his	rib	cage	in	agitation	as	Caleb	defended	himself.



“Wait.	What?”	She	looked	at	Caleb	in	confusion	as	he	wiped	the	sweat	from
his	brow	with	the	back	of	his	forearm.

“That	guy	was	way	too	young	for	you,”	he	clarified	and	then,	as	if	realizing
his	mistake,	backed	up	quickly.	“I	mean,	he	was	way	too	immature.”

Seriously?	Was	Caleb	talking	about	the	middle-aged	vampire	who	had	tried
to	hit	on	her	in	the	club?	OMV!	He	was.	No	way.	Wait!	Did	he	just	say	she	was
old?	Offended,	Aislinn	stiffened	as	she	realized	what	Caleb	had	just	implied.

“What	are	you	saying,	Caleb?	Are	you	suggesting	I’m	a	cougar?	Like	some
kind	 of	 immortal	 vampire	 cougar?”	 Her	 eyes	 flashed	 a	 warning.	 “Like	 a—a
werecougar?”

That	was	the	ultimate	insult,	comparing	her	to	a	shifter.	She	felt	like	kicking
his	ass	all	over	again.

Oh	Vlad,	now,	I’ve	done	it!	Caleb	ran	one	 large	hand	over	his	bald	head,	a
sure	tell	of	his	increasing	anxiety.

“Look,	kid—”	He	gulped	as	her	eyes	darkened	and	narrowed.	Okay,	maybe
using	the	word	“kid”	to	the	daughter	of	Kayne	wasn’t	too	smart.	“I’m	just	saying
you	haven’t	taken	a	lover	in	almost	a	century—”	Her	dark	eyes	narrowed	even
more.	 “But	 look,	 who’s	 counting,	 right?	 It’s	 just	 that	 there	 are	 human	 beings
who’ve	had	more	sex	than	you—”

“Whoa.	Holdup.	You’re	digging	your	own	grave,	old	man.”	Her	tone	implied
she	was	far	from	impressed	at	his	bungled	apology.

“No,	wait,	 I’m	concerned	about	you.”	All	 she	cared	about	was	 finding	her
sister’s	killers.	But	then	what?	What	the	hell	was	she	going	to	do	with	the	rest	of
her	immortal	life	once	she’d	destroyed	them?	Caleb	stammered	an	explanation.
“You’re	too	much	on	your	own.	You	should	go	out	more.	You	should	meet	new
people—”

“But	you	just	said	I’m	too	old	for	the	Sanguis!”
“That’s	not	what	I	said.	Okay,	that	is	what	I	said,	but	it	isn’t	what	I	meant.”

She	was	confusing	him.	It	was	just	like	a	woman	to	tie	a	guy	up	in	knots.
He	 started	 again.	 “I	 meant	 that	 just	 because	 your	 father	 is	 the	 meanest

bastard	around	and	while	even	the	thought	of	him	gives	most	guys	a	nosebleed,
though	I	don’t	want	you	to	get	the	idea	I’m	afraid	of	him,	you’re	a	very	attractive



young	woman—”
“Caleb,	what’re	you	going	on	 about?	This	 isn’t	 some	 friends	with	benefits

offer,	is	it?”
“Fuck,	no!”	He	spat	the	words	out	before	thinking	about	how	it	might	sound.
Vlad’s	balls!	Maybe	that	was	too	harsh.
This	was	going	very	badly.	Very,	very	badly.	All	he	wanted	to	do	was	suggest

that	perhaps	she	should	consider	sleeping	with	Nikolaus.	He	was	young.	He	was
good	 looking.	 He	 was	 strong.	 He	 had	 an	 endless	 supply	 of	 human	 blood.	 “I
mean,	you’re	a	very	attractive	young	woman—”

“You	already	said	that.”
“Look,	I	 think	you	should	take	a	 lover.	Someone	more	mature.	It’ll	do	you

good—”	Holy	shit	balls,	this	is	hard!	He	wasn’t	cut	out	to	be	a	guy	friend,	and	in
no	way	did	he	think	of	Aislinn	in	a	romantic	or	sexual	manner	since	she	was	like
a	daughter	or	an	annoying	kid	sister,	the	kind	who	could	beat	the	crap	out	of	him.
While	 he	 didn’t	 feel	 at	 all	 comfortable	 giving	 her	 advice	 on	 guys	 and	 sex,
someone	needed	 to	 say	 something	or	 else—	“Your	vajayjay’s	 going	 to	 end	up
desiccated.”

Aislinn	looked	at	Caleb	horrified.	“What	the	Vlad?	You	didn’t.”
Oh,	Vlad!	Tell	me	I	didn’t.
Caleb	looked	at	Aislinn	horrified.
But	he	did.
The	 burly	 Malum	 was	 sent	 flying	 across	 the	 room,	 ribs	 shattering,	 lungs

collapsing,	as	Aislinn	aimed	a	powerful	knee	kick	to	his	diaphragm.	There	was
such	force	in	her	kick	that	the	reinforced	wall	absorbed	the	blow	of	Caleb’s	body
like	 a	 wrecking	 ball,	 demolishing	 it	 from	 floor	 to	 ceiling.	 The	 two	 Sanguis
recruits	who	were	sparring	in	the	adjoining	holo-chamber	leaped	back	in	shock
as	the	wall	between	caved	in.

“What	 the	 Vlad,	 Caleb?	 Seriously?	 You’re	 not	 my	 father.	 Even	 Kayne
doesn’t	 talk	 to	 me	 about	 sex.	 Procreation,	 yes.	 Sex,	 no.	 Don’t	 talk	 about	 my
vajayjay!	Don’t	 even	 think	 about	 it.	And	don’t	 you	dare	 look	 at	 it,	 or	 I	 swear
you’ll	be	needing	dental	implants!”	Aislinn	froze	him	to	the	spot	with	her	glacial
expression	 before	 she	 stormed	 out	 of	 the	 room,	 leaving	 him	 to	 face	 the



inquisitive	gazes	of	the	two	Sanguis.
Caleb	groaned,	and	not	just	in	pain,	as	flesh	and	bone	rapidly	healed.
This	would	really	set	the	tongues	wagging.	For	the	dead	traveled	fast.

Storming	 out	 of	 the	Carvery,	Aislinn	was	 in	 a	 foul	mood.	The	 expression	 she
wore	kept	others	at	bay.	It	was	filthy.

She	was	more	wound	up	 now	 than	when	 she	 had	 begun	 her	 daily	 training
routine	that	morning.	She	knew	what	most	vampires	in	the	coven	thought	of	her
relationship	with	Caleb,	the	closeness	of	their	bond,	but	it	had	never	been	more
than	a	firm	and	lasting	friendship.

No,	that	was	a	lie.
Caleb	was	 like	 a	 father	 to	 her,	 a	more	 constant	 one	 than	Kayne.	 But	 that

didn’t	mean	he	had	the	right	to	give	her	advice	about	her	love	life,	nonexistent	as
it	was.	Even	if	she	trusted	him.	Implicitly.

Caleb	was	 one	 of	 the	 few	 immortals	who	 knew	 the	 truth	 of	 her	 desire	 for
vengeance	since	he	was	the	one	who	had	taken	her	under	his	wing	when	Kayne
brought	 her	 to	 Julius,	when	 she	 had	 been	 newly	 turned	 but	 undisciplined	 and
weak	and	foolish.

She	had	naïvely	believed	she	would	find	her	sister’s	killers	and,	in	turn,	kill
them.	And	it	would	be	simple.	Well,	maybe	not	simple	but	quick.

But	 in	 that	 infinitesimal	 difference	between	 the	 two,	 there	was	 a	 chasm	of
countless	secrets	and	deceptions.	She	had	not	known	that	vengeance	would	come
at	such	a	high	price,	that	immortality	would	mean	living	this	long—far	too	long
—and	 that	her	humanity	would	be	 surrendered	 to	gain	entrance	 into	 the	 coven
and	the	stability	it	supposedly	offered.

The	quest	for	justice	was	different	from	what	she’d	been	certain	it	would	be.
She	did	not	realize	how	so	many	human	deaths	would	weigh	her	down,	make	her
feel	so	heavy	she	thought	she	would	fall	through	the	ground	beneath	her	into	the
endless	abyss	of	Demura.

They	looked	human,	her	race,	vampires.	Human	enough	to	fool	humans.	But



they	weren’t.	In	all	the	ways	that	mattered,	they	weren’t.	They	had	no	heart,	no
soul,	and	could	not	love.

But	Aislinn	felt	a	connection	to	the	living.	She	still	felt	life	running	through
her	veins,	 though,	of	 course,	 it	was	an	 illusion.	She	knew	 it	 for	 the	 lie	 it	was.
Rationally,	she	understood	this.	Emotionally,	however—

She	sighed.	Perhaps	she	was	deluding	herself.
But	still,	she	would	sit	and	talk	to	her	departed	sister,	not	to	any	god	because

they	hadn’t	listened	to	her	pleas.	She	held	fast	to	the	memories	of	her	former	life
and	loves	in	the	darkness	to	combat	the	memories	of	the	hell	Earth	had	become
for	her	in	her	immortality.

A	thousand	years	was	a	long	time	to	be	alone.	Human	life	was	so	brief,	like
the	flicker	of	a	candle	blown	out	by	a	steady	breath.	Yet,	aware	of	their	mortality,
humans	embraced	 life.	They	didn’t	 just	exist	 like	so	many	of	 the	vampires	she
knew.

But	even	so,	they	were	attracted	and	repulsed	by	death.	They	were	attracted
to	 the	 beauty	 of	 death.	 Though,	 perhaps	 it	 was	 an	 attraction	 to	 the	 beauty	 in
death.

The	 transience	 of	 human	 life	 and	 their	 own	 destruction	 brought	 them	 to	 a
point	 where	 they	 valued	 the	 comfort	 death	 provided	 to	 end	 life’s	 struggles.
Aislinn	 innately	understood	 that	 the	only	 true	 freedom	a	human	could	 achieve
was	death.	It	was	the	only	real	choice,	the	only	control	they	had	in	life.

It	was	ironic	they	lived	half	their	lives	with	a	sense	of	invincibility	and	the
other	half	with	a	fear	of	nihilism.	And	so,	they	desired	what	only	vampires	could
give	 them.	 They	 yearned	 for	 immortality.	 They	 craved	 something	 that	 would
outlast	themselves	yet	allow	them,	in	some	manner,	to	retain	themselves.

The	compelling	aura	of	vampires,	which	was	so	hypnotic	to	lure	humans	for
them	 to	 feed	 upon	 their	 blood,	wasn’t	 only	 because	 vampires	were	 incredibly
beautiful	 creatures	 but	 because	 their	 knowledge	of	 something	other—time	 and
eternity,	mortality	and	death—was	intoxicating.

Humans	craved	it.	That	knowledge.	That	freedom.	That	beauty.
They	always	had.
But	for	Aislinn,	there	was	something	still	so	beautiful	in	human	life,	with	its



fragility	 and	 brevity,	 and	 she	 was	 attracted	 to	 their	 blood	 not	 merely	 for
sustaining	 her	 life,	 but	 because	 it	 manifested	 the	 goodness	 and	 life	 force	 that
humans	had	and	took	for	granted.

They	could	not	know	how	much	they	were	envied.
But	for	some	humans,	the	ones	who	had	always	been	aware	of	the	existence

of	the	Shining	Ones,	vampires	were	something	to	be	feared,	hunted,	and	killed.
Human	hunters	sanctioned	by	the	church.	They	hunted	her	kind	down,	saw	them
as	evil.	Abominations.	They	would	not	rest	until	vampires	were	extinct.

That	was	why	 it	was	 imperative	 that	Malums	 continued	 to	 propagate	 their
species.

But	the	thought	was	unbearable	for	her.
She	had	chosen	this	path	for	the	sake	of	justice.	She	was	willing	to	play	the

hand	of	God	if	He	wouldn’t.	She	would	strike	down	those	who	had	callously	and
brutally	murdered	her	sister	to	steal	her	life	force,	an	eye	for	an	eye,	a	tooth	for	a
tooth.

For	vampires,	it	was	all	very	literal.
But	she	did	not	become	immortal	to	offer	false	dreams	to	human	beings.	For

it	was	a	lie.	There	was	little	pleasure	to	be	gained	in	immortality.
She	had	lost	the	ability	to	truly	love	and	traded	it	cheaply	for	an	everlasting

rage.
That	was	Kayne’s	true	gift	to	her—to	her	eternal	lament.

As	stealthy	as	a	shadow,	she	entered	the	last	wattle-and-daub	cottage,	the	tread
of	 her	 feet	 soundless	 on	 the	 damp	 Earth	 as	 if	 she	 had	 drifted	 over	 it	 without
affecting	 it.	 There	were	no	muddy	 footprints	made	on	 the	 cottage	 floor	 as	 she
stepped	lightly	over	the	threshold,	flowing	seamlessly	like	a	chill	wind.

Inside,	the	fire	in	the	roasting	pit	burned	low,	the	embers	drifting	up	through
the	 opening	 in	 the	 roof	 and	 out	 into	 the	 clear	 night	 sky.	 She	 heard	 the	 living
things	of	the	Earth	calling	behind	the	western	and	southern	walls	that	met	where
the	soft	earth	ran.	She	was	alive	 to	 the	smell	of	 loam	and	the	rich,	 fecund	soil



with	its	writhing	maggots	and	earthworms	and	beetles.	Against	the	low	murmur
of	bees	in	their	hive	and	the	bleating	of	the	sheep,	she	heard	and	smelled	the	first
faint	 scent	of	decay.	The	viscous	blood	of	her	victims	 swelled	 the	Earth	where
they	lay,	dark	ringed	shadows	on	the	grass.

Though	 it	 was	 approaching	 summer	 solstice,	 the	 last	 few	 evenings	 had	 a
certain	 bite	 to	 them.	 The	 night	 wind	 nipped	 at	 the	 potatoes	 and	 radishes	 her
clann	had	cultivated	in	their	communal	vegetable	patch,	frosting	them	over	as	if
the	devil	himself	had	breathed	on	them.

The	water	mill	continued	beating	back	the	darkness,	but	icicles	formed	on	its
wooden	gears,	singing	a	mournful	melody	as	the	wind	sped	through.	When	she
passed	 under	 the	 eaves,	 her	 cold	 rage	 instantly	 formed	 hoarfrost	 that	 spread
across	the	walls,	bringing	with	it	a	spiking	chill.

Entering,	 the	 chamber	was	warm	 and	 cozy,	 but	 the	 thin	 blue	 flame	 of	 the
low-burning	fire	failed	to	bring	a	flush	to	her	skin.	She	was	warm,	the	blush	of
blood	from	her	victims	awakening	the	life	in	her.

The	occupants	were	soundly	sleeping.	Myrna	and	her	man	beside	her,	curled
into	each	other	for	warmth.	And	the	babe	too—its	gentle	breathings,	tiny	puffs	of
palpable	air.

The	 babe.	 She	 could	 sense	 him	 slumbering	 peacefully,	 milk-drunk	 in	 his
woven	bassinette	beside	them.

She	picked	him	up.	He	barely	stirred,	though	a	soft	mewling	sound	escaped
from	his	lips.	His	warm	body	rocked	in	her	cold	arms.	His	velvety	skin	and	the
chubbiness	of	little	fists	fascinated	her.	He	was	limpid	and	sticky	with	sleep.	She
watched	the	swelling	of	his	chest	with	every	inhaled	breath.	A	wondrous	miracle.

“Aislinn.”	Myrna’s	voice	held	terror.	Her	eyes	were	wide	as	she	scrambled
to	 her	 feet	 from	 beneath	 the	 fur	 covers.	 She	 reached	 out	 an	 imploring	 hand
toward	her	babe.

Myrna’s	 man	 leaped	 up,	 instantly	 alert,	 all	 aggression.	 She	 sensed	 the
violence	in	him.	He	was	a	bear	of	a	man,	a	brutal	warrior.	She	had	once	seen
him	split	the	trunk	of	a	thick	oak	with	less	than	a	handful	of	blows,	felling	it.

He	 bore	 down	upon	 her	 furiously,	 thinking	 to	 strike	 her	 down.	His	 charge
was	deflected	with	a	mere	push	to	his	chest.	It	wasn’t	even	a	forceful	push.	But



he	flew	backward,	and	they	heard	his	skull	crack	open	like	an	egg	as	it	dashed
on	the	floor.

Myrna	was	screaming	and	sobbing	now,	hysterically.	She	 looked	at	Aislinn
like	the	monster	she	was.	Her	raw	grief	and	fear	waking	the	babe.

He	moved	his	small	moon	head,	searching	for	his	mother,	 for	 the	source	of
warmth	and	succor	where	he	was	cradled	in	Aislinn’s	left	arm.	He	opened	eyes
that	could	not	see	and	bellowed.	It	demanded	attention.	It	was	a	primeval	voice
sounding	loud	in	the	ear.

“Please,	Aislinn,	give	him	to	me,”	Myrna	begged.	Her	eyes	encompassed	the
terror	that	gripped	her,	of	a	mother	whose	child	was	in	danger.	“Please.”

The	 babe	 continued	 to	 wail.	 He	 had	 such	 a	 pair	 of	 lungs	 on	 him.	 His
primitive	needs	shared	by	all	beasts.

Something	 stirred	 within,	 some	 instinct	 buried	 in	 all	 living	 creatures	 to
protect	 their	 young.	 He	 was	 so	 small.	 He	 rubbed	 a	 tiny	 fist	 against	 hungry,
pouting	lips,	openly	mouthing	his	need.	If	he	feared	her,	it	was	a	fear	that	only
expressed	the	urgency	to	be	fed,	and	not	because	she	was	a	monster.

“Please,	 I’m	begging	you,	Aislinn,”	Myrna	 implored,	 sobbing.	She	 seemed
frozen	 in	 her	 pose,	 reaching	 out	 for	 the	 infant.	 The	 babe	 continued	 to	 cry
demandingly,	 red	 faced	 and	 angry.	 The	 noise	was	 grating.	 It	was	 unrelenting.
“He’s	only	a	babe.	Spare	him.”

Aislinn’s	head	snapped	back	as	 if	struck.	She	heard	 the	unwavering	 love	 in
Myrna’s	 voice	 for	 her	 child,	 the	 kind	 of	 love	 that	 was	 noble,	 self-sacrificing,
completely	selfless.	There	was	nothing	she	wouldn’t	do	for	her	babe.

“Have	you	no	heart?	Please,	Aislinn.	 I’ll	 do	anything.	Anything	you	want.
Just	spare	him.	My	baby.”

Pity	confronted	rage,	battling	within	for	supremacy.
“Please.	Spare	him.	He’s	innocent.”
Aislinn’s	control	shattered,	eyes	dilated	to	black	hells.	“So	was	my	sister.”
The	night	fire	went	out,	plunging	the	cottage	into	darkness.
The	rest	was	silence.



What	point	was	there	in	taking	a	lover	if	you	could	no	longer	love?	If	you	had	no
heart?	If	you	were	glutted	with	death	until	you	could	take	no	more?

And	how	could	she	make	anyone	understand	how	she	felt?
Not	even	Caleb	or	Cole	shared	her	misery	nor	her	moral	dilemma.	Nothing

weighed	heavily	on	their	conscience,	if	they	even	had	one.	Unlike	her.
Rage	 had	 sustained	 her	 all	 these	 centuries,	 but	 she	 wondered,	 though	 she

refused	to	examine	it	too	closely,	whether	her	soul	would	be	a	husk,	shriveled	by
the	evil	deeds	she	had	committed	once	her	vengeance	was	complete	and	her	duty
fulfilled.	And	what	then?	Better	not	to	examine	these	thoughts	and	feelings	too
closely.

It	brought	out	the	monster	in	her.
Instead,	Aislinn	ferociously	chased	down	her	 rage,	entering	 the	Vestibulum

and	heading	 toward	 the	 elevators.	 She	had	yet	 to	 vent	 her	 anger	 and	was	 in	 a
mean	mood.

Cole	saw	her	across	 the	entrance	hall	and	 recognized	well	 that	“don’t	 fuck
with	me”	 expression	 on	 her	 face.	He	 decided	 that	 his	 pressing	 question	 could
wait	and	headed,	instead,	for	the	library.	The	night	was	young,	and	he	intended
to	have	a	better	time	of	it	than	whatever	bastard	Aislinn	had	it	in	for.

Skimming	 the	 occupants	 of	 the	 room	 who	 lounged	 on	 its	 plush	 divans,
Aislinn	smiled	grimly	as	she	saw	her	firstborn	heading	in	the	opposite	direction.
That	boy’s	getting	smarter.

Moving	 purposely	 forward,	 the	 platinum-haired	 beauty	 observed	 her	 other
son,	Dorian,	 and	his	 pack	of	 young	bloods,	 including	Harry,	 following	behind
him	 down	 the	 ornate	 stairwell,	 hanging	 off	 his	 every	 drawled	 word.	 He	 was
striding	toward	the	Concierge	and	in	Aislinn’s	direction.

She	couldn’t	help	comparing	the	difference	between	her	two	offspring.	Light
and	 dark.	Almost	 human	 and	 almost	 bestial.	 Cole	who	would	 chivalrously	 go
down	 with	 the	 sinking	 ship,	 ensuring	 the	 women	 and	 children	 boarded	 the
lifeboats	first.	Dorian	who	would	be	the	one	to	sink	the	ship,	 just	 to	watch	the
rats	abandoning	it.

She	 had	 him	 in	 her	 sights.	 And	 she	 was	 on	 the	 warpath.	 With	 her	 acute
hearing,	she	eavesdropped	on	their	conversation.



“When	I’m	head	of	 this	coven,	 I	 think	 I	 shall	get	 rid	of	 the	plebs.	Look	at
them	 all.	 Pathetic	 excuses	 for	 vampires.	 Drinking	 their	 blood-mixers	 and
frightened	of	their	own	shadows.	This	coven	needs	whipping	into	shape.	Julius
will	appoint	me	as	his	successor.	You’ll	see.”	The	smugness	in	his	voice	set	her
teeth	on	edge.

A	gorgeous-looking	Eurasian	Sanguis	two	steps	behind	him	asked	curiously,
“And	what	of	Prima	Aislinn?	Your	mother?”

“The	 MILF!”	 That	 utterance	 came	 from	 Harry	 with	 a	 lascivious	 smirk,
wanting	to	impress	everyone.

That	boy	is	a	dumbass	douchebag.
She	could	see	he	was	still	trying	to	emulate	his	idol.	They	had	the	same	jet-

black	hair,	 the	same	smooth,	alabaster	skin,	the	same	long	lashes.	But	that	was
where	the	similarity	ended.

Dorian	 was	 a	 good	 half	 a	 head	 taller	 than	 Harry.	 He	 held	 himself	 aloof.
Apart.	 Indifferent	 to	 all	 their	 opinions,	 even	 Harry’s.	 He	 had	 formed	 a	 cult
around	himself	 of	 lame	ducks	who	worshipped	him	unquestioningly.	But	deep
down,	he	despised	 them.	She	 saw	 it	 in	 the	manner	he	 sometimes	 looked	upon
them,	slyly	and	with	scorn.	If	 they	were	of	no	use	to	him,	he	would	cheerfully
throw	them	under	a	bus—make	that	under	the	summer	sun	at	midday	in	Death
Valley.

If	he	could	have	done	the	same	to	Aislinn,	he	would	have	by	now.	He	hated
her	most	of	all.

Kayne’s	only	trueborn	daughter.	His	creator.
The	purest	rage	ran	in	his	veins,	within	his	blackest	blood.	When	he	gazed	at

Aislinn,	it	was	with	a	hatred	and	hostility	as	corrosive	as	hydrochloric	acid.
Right	now,	though,	Dorian	looked	bored.
“But	won’t	 she	succeed	Primus	Julius	as	one	of	 the	 twelve	Originals?”	 the

young	man	persisted,	earning	him	a	nudge	by	the	pretty	Sanguis	girl	hanging	on
his	arm,	a	gift	from	Dorian.

He	was	playing	with	fire.	But	Dorian	must	have	been	in	a	good	mood,	for	he
failed	to	rebuke	his	underling,	only	barking	out	a	cruel	laugh.

“Mother?	That	 bitch	 can	 stand	behind	me	 and	kiss	my	 ass.”	Dorian’s	 tone



indicated	he’d	had	enough	of	the	topic.
No	 one	 saw	 it	 coming	when	 his	 face	 hit	 the	marble	 pillar	 and	 sent	 blood

spraying	 halfway	 across	 the	 room.	 It	 was	 like	 a	 firecracker	 exploding	 in	 a
church.

The	vampires	languishing	upon	the	plush	divans	and	banquettes	 jumped	up
in	 horror,	 exclaiming	 loudly,	 a	 cacophony	 of	 crying	 peacocks,	 all	 suddenly
wheeling	 and	 scattering	 as	 blood	 and	 ricocheting	 stone	 splattered	 them	 from
head	to	toe.

“What	the	fuck?	You’ve	broken	my	nose!	You’ll	pay	for	that.”	Dorian’s	eyes
were	glittering	obsidian	in	his	cold	face,	where	he	held	his	hands	to	his	bloody
nose,	his	mouth	filled	with	his	own	blood.	His	sharp,	ivory	teeth	were	elongated,
instantly	snapping	into	place,	and	he	was	ready	to	fight.	Blood	dripped	down	his
chin,	 leaving	 stains	 on	 his	 snowy	 white	 dress	 shirt	 which	 he	 wore	 under	 his
customary	black	suit.

Aislinn	was	glad,	though	it	was	a	pity	he	was	a	quick	healer.
“Are	you	 fucking	kidding	me?	There’s	blood	on	my	 suit.	 It’s	Gucci.	From

Florence.	Do	you	know	how	much	this	suit	cost,	Mother?”
Not	 bothering	 to	 answer	 him,	 her	movements	were	 a	 blur	 as	 she	 slammed

Dorian	forcefully	against	the	Concierge	desk,	holding	him	down	with	ease.
“Kiss	your	 ass,	Dorian?	 I	 think	 I’ve	 just	handed	 it	 to	you.”	Her	 smile	was

hard	but	immensely	beautiful.
His	friends	took	several	steps	toward	them,	all	but	the	Eurasian	Sanguis,	but

Aislinn	swiveled	her	head	and	 fixed	 them	 to	 the	 spot	with	eyes	 that	held	 their
death	warrants.	Immediately,	their	limbs	turned	to	ice.

Gaius’s	hand	had	reflexively	dropped	to	the	hilt	of	his	sword.	Aislinn	locked
eyes	with	 him	 for	 a	 heartbeat,	 her	 voice	 flat	 and	 emotionless	 as	 she	 said,	 “If
you’d	like	to	keep	your	head	where	it	is,	I	advise	you	to	use	the	brain	that	you
still	have.”

His	weapon	remained	sheathed.
Aislinn	 casually	 leaned	 down	 to	 speak	 into	 Dorian’s	 ear	 as	 he	 squirmed

beneath	her	crushing,	vise-like	grip.	She	could	hear	and	feel	the	fracturing	of	his
parietal	bone	as	she	spoke,	her	voice	soft	and	 low	for	only	him	 to	hear.	“Take



this	as	a	warning.”
She	released	him	then,	uncaring	of	the	injury	done	to	his	person	or	his	ego.

She	moved	with	a	casual	speed	to	the	elevator	and	stabbed	at	the	button	to	take
her	down	to	the	underground	garage.

She	 did	 not	 expect	 Dorian	 to	 follow.	 He	 would	 be	 a	 fool	 to	 do	 so.	 And
Dorian	was	anything	but	a	fool.

As	 the	 reflective	 doors	 slid	 open,	 she	 turned	 and	 addressed	 the	 Concierge
who	was	 the	personification	of	decorum.	“I	apologize	 for	 the	disturbance.	Tell
the	 Cleaner	 that	 my	 son	 will	 be	 paying	 for	 the	 mess.”	 Her	 glance	 swept	 the
room,	taking	in	the	broken	pillar,	shattered	wine	glasses,	and	the	bloodstains	on
furniture	and	finery.	“All	of	it.	You	may	send	him	the	bill.	Thank	you,	Usain.”

Aislinn’s	 hard	 smile	 was	 as	 sparkling	 as	 Dorian’s	 dark	 blood	 where	 it
smeared	 the	 marble	 pillar	 and	 floor.	 Usain	 gave	 a	 slight	 bow,	 murmuring	 in
acknowledgment,	“Your	will	be	done,	Prima	Aislinn.”

As	 she	 pressed	 the	 button	 for	 the	 basement,	 she	 heard	 Usain	 state,	 “The
Cleaner	has	already	been	notified	of	 tonight’s	 events	 and	 is	on	his	way.	There
seems	to	be	a	good	deal	of	business	of	late.	He	asked	me	to	pass	on	a	rather—let
us	just	say—strongly	worded	message	which	I	have	taken	the	liberty	to	interpret
as:	‘Don’t	disrespect	your	mother.’	I	will	leave	you	to	reply	to	him	personally.”

The	doors	slid	silently	closed	as	Aislinn	gave	a	wicked	smile.
Tonight,	she	was	going	hunting.



C

CHAPTER	17

hasing	down	demons,	the	Norton	Commando	picked	up	speed	as	Aislinn
moved	 farther	 away	 from	 the	manor	 house	 in	 southeast	 London	 toward

the	beating	heart	of	the	metropolis,	putting	distance	between	her	and	the	coven.
Tonight,	she	was	going	to	make	that	heart	bleed.
There	 was	 only	 one	 way	 to	 exorcise	 her	 demons.	 She’d	 learned	 over	 a

millennium	of	the	need	to	free	her	blood	rage	occasionally	or	it	would	threaten
to	spill	over.	It	was	a	release	she	craved	tonight.	If	she	couldn’t	find	the	Druids
to	vent	her	wrath	upon,	she’d	find	the	next	best	thing—the	seedy	underbelly	of
humanity.

The	motorbike’s	 tires	 skidded,	 churning	 up	 the	 asphalt,	 accelerating	 along
the	blurred	landscape	of	buildings	and	greenery	and	parked	cars	as	she	navigated
the	tangled	London	streets,	the	wind	buffeting	her	leather-clad	body	but	failing
to	permeate	her	skin.	In	the	tight	grid	of	skyscrapers	before	her,	the	sky	retained
the	purity	of	cloudless	night.

London	was	 vibrant	 as	 the	 city	 dwellers	 hurtled	 toward	 both	 the	weekend
and	 Christmas.	 It	 was,	 as	 the	 song	 went,	 the	 most	 magical	 time	 of	 the	 year.
Christmas	 lights	and	ornaments	hung	 from	every	 lamppost,	on	every	eave	and
tree.	 Shop	 windows	 were	 festooned	 with	 them,	 a	 dazzling	 array	 of	 twinkling
stars	and	angels	and	reindeers.	And	the	streets,	too,	were	flooded	with	late-night
shoppers	and	carolers	and	tourists.

It	was	glorious.	It	was	enchanting.	It	was	happy	hour	at	the	local.	All	these
humans	moving	around	the	malls	 like	revolving	plates	at	a	conveyor-belt	sushi



bar.	There	was	enough	variety	to	please	any	hungry,	little	vampire.
She	lived	for	this.
Aislinn	opened	 the	 throttle	at	a	 set	of	 lights	as	 she	waited	 for	 them	 to	 turn

green,	 and	 the	 motorbike	 growled	 at	 her.	 Stroking	 the	 side	 of	 the	 Norton
Commando,	she	murmured,	“Come	on,	beautiful.	You’re	gonna	be	good	for	me
now,	aren’t	you?”

The	motorbike	purred	back	like	a	beautiful	black	panther,	and	Aislinn	smiled
in	 deep	 satisfaction.	 She	 really	 did	 love	 this	 bike	 more	 than	 she	 loved	 her
progeny.	Well,	one	of	them	at	least.

Leaving	her	beloved	Norton	in	a	nearby	secured	parking	lot,	Aislinn	headed
toward	the	London	Underground.	On	her	way,	she	was	doing	a	mental	tally.

Nurse.	 School	 teacher.	 School	 teacher.	 Dentist.	 Lawyer—hmm—a
possibility?	Nope,	she	smelled	more	like	a	legal	aid.	Aspiring	musician.	Student
—definitely	a	sour	smell	there.	He	needed	a	shower.

Part-time	barista.	Working	mum	with	two	kids—Aislinn	didn’t	need	to	smell
this	since	it	was	right	before	her	eyes.

Engineer.	Returned	serviceman—his	life’s	hell	already.
Oncologist.	Pharmaceuticals	salesman.	Childcare	worker.
Finally,	 descending	 the	 steps	 of	 Bond	 Street	 Tube	 Station,	 Aislinn	 found

herself	 spoiled	 for	choices	 in	 the	 list	of	heinous	crimes	she	could	choose	 from
among	the	dregs	and	depravity	of	humanity	massing	there.

Indecent	 assault.	 Domestic	 violence.	 Prostitution—wait,	 that’s	 harsh.	 Call
her	a	working	mum.	Drug	dealer.

And	folks,	we	have	a	winner.	Aislinn	smiled	grimly.	Pedophile.
She’d	hit	the	jackpot.	He	deserved	what	he	was	about	to	get.
Retribution.	Justice.
Yes,	 it	was	 the	 most	 magical	 time	 of	 the	 year,	 and	 it	 brought	 out	 all	 the

wolves	 in	 sheep’s	 clothing.	 The	 middle-aged	 man	 looked	 just	 like	 everybody
else,	so	ordinary,	so	underwhelming.	There	was	nothing	about	him	to	suggest	he
was	sick	inside,	that	he	was	pond	scum.	No,	worse	than	pond	scum.

Instead,	with	his	well-coiffed	brown	hair,	slightly	graying	at	the	temples,	his
ruddy,	pleasant-looking	face,	and	neat	suit	and	tie	that	suggested	the	orderliness



of	a	headmaster	in	a	public	school,	he	looked	decent.	She	would	even	bet	he	was
the	type	who	would	assist	his	neighbors,	offering	to	mow	their	lawns	or	collect
their	mail	when	they	were	away	on	vacation.	But	secretly,	hidden	away	from	the
knowledge	of	all	his	colleagues	and	co-workers	and	friends	and	perhaps	even	his
loving	family,	he	was	a	monster.	His	heart	was	black	as	pitch.

It	took	a	monster	to	recognize	a	monster.
Someone	 once	 told	 her—it	might	 have	 been	Caleb—that	Kayne	 had	 spent

centuries	feeding	on	the	milk	of	human	kindness	to	find	or	regain	his	own	purity.
The	 rumors	 ran	 that	he	hoped	 to	cleanse	his	own	black	blood.	She’d	burst	out
laughing.	It	was	such	bullshit.	Fairy	tales.

Anyone	 looking	at	Kayne	could	 tell	he	didn’t	give	a	damn	about	goodness
and	purity	and	innocence.

Her	father	was	a	true	monster.	Not	the	soft,	modern-era	predators	like	lions
and	hyenas.	No,	he	was	 the	ancient	kind	of	predator,	 a	velociraptor.	And	 if	he
had	any	purity	at	all,	and	Aislinn	seriously	scoffed	at	this,	it	would	have	to	be	in
the	purity	of	his	kills	which	were	merciless	and	savage.

But	she	liked	to	hear	the	stories	they	made	up	about	her	father.	And	for	that
matter,	 about	 herself.	Even	 the	 ancient	 annals	 of	 their	 history	were	 filled	with
lies	and	omissions,	yet	they	were	often	taken	as	fact	by	her	people,	like	the	story
of	 her	 turning	 which	 Julius	 claimed	 he	 witnessed.	As	 if.	 So	 much	 deception.
Vampires	made	a	living	from	it.	Styx	certainly	did,	but	then,	Styx	was	a	demon.

Aislinn	 didn’t	 for	 one	moment	 believe	 that	 if	 she	 drank	 the	 pure	 blood	 of
innocents,	 it	 would	 cure	 her	 of	 her	 vampirism.	 She	 accepted	 that	 she	 was	 a
monster.	She	only	hoped	not	to	become	more	of	one	than	she	already	was.

She	 turned	 to	 follow	 the	 pedophile	 down	 the	 tunnel	 heading	 toward	 the
Jubilee	 Line,	 Platform	 Four,	 southbound.	Moving	with	 the	 pace	 of	 the	 crowd
around	her,	it	was	easy	to	keep	him	in	her	sights.	She	had	his	corrupted	scent.	He
wouldn’t	escape	so	easily.

Vampires	were	especially	good	at	remaining	invisible	if	they	didn’t	want	to
be	 seen.	 They	 blended	 into	 the	 darkness	 and	 became	 one	 with	 the	 shadows.
Perhaps	 that’s	 why	 humans	 associated	 them	with	 bats,	 though	 it	 was	 such	 an
offensive	 stereotype,	 since	 every	 immortal	 knew	 it	 was	 only	 the	 shapeshifters



who	could	turn	into	animals	from	human	form.
Standing	on	the	crowded	platform,	Aislinn	watched	the	child	molester	as	he

waited	for	his	train,	hands	in	pockets,	seemingly	engrossed	in	reading	the	train
timetable.	She	found	human	beings	interesting	to	observe,	perhaps	because	they
were	 so	unobservant	 themselves.	These	days,	 they	 rarely	 looked	up	 from	 their
smartphones,	 their	headphones	plugged	 in,	 their	 fingers	busy	 texting,	oblivious
to	all	around	them.	It	made	it	so	much	easier	to	hunt	them	down.

But	the	ones	who	weren’t	with	their	heads	bent	over	some	electronic	device,
the	 ones	watching	 the	 unaware	 others,	 those	 humans	were	 the	 ones	who	were
truly	dangerous.	They	were	predators	like	herself.	Rapists,	molesters,	and	killers.

Like	the	one	standing	at	the	rear	of	the	platform,	down	near	the	end,	by	the
last	carriage.	Her	nostrils	flared,	inhaling	his	scent.

Hunter.
There’s	more	than	one	fox	down	this	hole.
Her	lips	curved	into	a	grim	smile	of	satisfaction.	And	so	begins	the	hunt.
Her	 quarry	 stepped	 into	 the	 train.	 She	 mimicked	 him,	 and	 her	 hunter

followed	suit.	They	were	in	different	carriages,	but	it	didn’t	matter.	She	tracked
both	their	movements	effortlessly.

Strange,	she	thought,	that	there’s	only	one	hunter	following.
She	expanded	the	scope	of	her	senses,	wary	and	watchful.	Where	there	was

one	hunter,	 there	were	usually	more.	They	trained	and	hunted	in	packs	like	the
animals	 they	 were—though	 they	 pretended	 to	 be	 morally	 superior	 to	 the
shapeshifters,	which	was	such	a	damned	lie.

She	did	not,	however,	find	any	of	the	hunter’s	companions	on	the	train.
Very	strange.	Be	cool,	Aislinn.	Be	alert.
She	kept	her	own	counsel.	Ready	for	the	trap	to	spring.
Her	prey	alighted	two	stations	later,	joining	the	path	of	least	resistance	as	the

crowd	surged	 forward,	 and	Aislinn	 followed.	 In	 turn,	 she	was	 followed	by	 the
hunter.	When	 they	 climbed	out	 of	 the	Tube,	 the	 streets	 in	 this	 part	 of	London
were	 filled	with	 hordes	 of	 people,	 as	 busy	 as	 the	 business	 district,	 so	Aislinn
hung	back,	giving	her	prey	some	distance.	Not	that	he	would	have	noticed.

She	wondered	at	the	impressive	size	of	the	crowd	and	then	saw	the	colorful



posters	and	brightly	lit	stalls	advertising	the	annual	St.	John’s	Hospice	Christmas
Faire.

She	let	out	a	groan.
The	pedophile	was	on	the	hunt,	too,	it	seemed.
Ahead,	hundreds	of	children	filled	the	area	to	celebrate	in	the	festive	fun	as

they	enjoyed	fair	rides,	street	stalls	selling	everything	from	crafts	to	cronuts,	and
Christmas	carols.	A	spectacular	ice	rink,	donkey	rides,	and	a	Santa’s	Grotto	were
attracting	young	families	from	all	over	London	for	this	annual	charity	event.

A	pedophile’s	paradise.
Nobody	bothered	 to	 look	directly	at	 the	middle-aged	man,	a	cat	among	 the

pigeons.	He	was	hunched	into	himself,	hands	deep	in	his	trouser	pockets,	trying
to	keep	warm	in	the	chill	night	air,	minding	his	own	business.	Nothing	odd	about
that.

He	was	in	his	element	here.	But,	then	again,	so	was	she.
His	footsteps	were	heavy	on	the	pavement,	making	it	easy	for	her	to	trail	him

despite	the	other	pedestrians	and	stall-keepers	swarming	around.
Behind	 them,	 the	 hunter	 paused	 by	 Carluccio’s	 Trattoria	 with	 its

overpowering	smell	of	garlic.
Aislinn	grimaced.	Garlic	wasn’t	 life-threatening	 to	 vampires,	 but	 the	 smell

was	pretty	revolting.
Over	her	 shoulder,	 she	 saw	 the	young	man	pull	 out	his	 smartphone	 to	 text

someone.
Calling	for	reinforcements,	perhaps?
But	Aislinn	had	no	time	to	waste	on	the	hunter	as	her	prey	stopped	before	the

carousel	 where	 a	 snaking	 line	 of	 children	 of	 all	 ages	 queued	 up.	 She	 was
determined	 to	get	 the	bastard	before	he	harmed	any	more	 innocents.	 It	was	all
she	could	do	to	atone	for	what	she	had	done	on	primae	noctis	and	the	guilt	she
was	burdened	with.

Her	 nightmare	 of	 those	 vivid	 faces	 continued	 to	 plague	 her	 still.	 It	 would
never	 be	 enough.	 There	 would	 never	 be	 a	 balance	 between	 the	 blameless,
innocent	lives	she	took	and	the	corrupt,	damned	souls	she	sent	down	to	Demura.

It	didn’t	matter	anyway.	She	was	the	daughter	of	Kayne.	She	was	well	and



truly	fucked.
But	that	didn’t	stop	her	from	maintaining	her	personal	philosophy.	If	she	had

to	 feed,	 it	would	 not	 be	 on	 the	 guiltless	 and	 innocent.	 Something	 the	middle-
aged	child	predator	was	not.

She	watched	the	way	he	was	able	to	effortlessly	transform	into	his	practiced
role.	He	swiped	a	bright-pink,	garish	My	Little	Pony	backpack	from	where	it	had
been	carelessly	left	on	the	ground,	threw	it	over	his	shoulder,	and	then	purchased
a	 helium	 balloon	 and	 a	 bag	 of	 sweets	 from	 the	 nearby	 stalls	 before	 he
approached	his	target.

He	 began	 by	 striking	 up	 a	 conversation	 with	 one	 of	 the	 moms	 who	 was
preoccupied	 with	 her	 three	 children,	 standing	 toward	 the	 front	 of	 the	 line,
pretending	his	daughter	was	on	the	carousel	and	that	he	was	waiting	for	her	 to
finish	her	ride.	His	schoolmaster	looks	made	him	almost	instantly	trustworthy	as
he	smiled	and	teased	the	toddler	carried	on	her	mother’s	hip	while	the	other	two,
a	girl	of	 four	and	a	boy	of	six,	bickered	beside	 them,	 impatiently	waiting	 their
turn.	The	 toddler	began	 to	cry	 in	 frustration—it	was	cold	and	 tiring	waiting	 in
the	line—and	so	he	jovially	offered	the	child	a	Chupa	Chups	from	his	daughter’s
sweets-bag,	which	the	mother	refused.	But	the	child’s	chubby	hand	reached	out
to	grab	it	as	quick	as	a	wink,	leaving	the	mother	little	choice	but	to	let	the	child
have	it.	Skillfully,	he	pointed	out	the	other	attractions—the	donkey	rides	and	big
wheel,	and	marvel	of	marvels,	Santa’s	magical	grotto.

The	 carousel	 ride	was	 coming	 to	 an	 end,	 slowing	 down,	 and	 the	 line	was
surging	forward.	The	toddler	had	managed	to	get	the	lollipop	tangled	in	her	fine
hair.	The	four-year-old	girl	was	tugging	at	her	mother’s	woolen	coat,	no	longer
interested	in	the	carousel	but	wanting	to	go	instead	to	Santa’s	grotto.	The	mother
was	distracted.	Harassed.	She	was	trying	to	pull	out	the	sticky	lollipop	from	her
toddler’s	 curls	 and,	 simultaneously,	 shuffle	 her	 children	 along	 the	 queue.	 The
man	bent	down	 to	 talk	 to	 the	girl,	 smiling	 in	 the	manner	of	 a	 comfortable	old
grandpa.	 She	 immediately	 dropped	 her	mother’s	 skirt	 and	 reached	 out	 for	 the
proffered	balloon.	He	 took	her	hand	and,	unnoticed,	 led	her	 in	 the	direction	of
Santa’s	grotto,	disappearing	into	the	crowd.

It	was	but	a	moment,	a	lapse	of	attention	no	more	than	half	a	minute.



Aislinn	 smelled	 the	adrenaline	pouring	off	him	 in	waves	as	 she	passed	 the
panic-stricken	 mother,	 frantically	 searching	 around	 her	 for	 her	 daughter.	 She
caught	 the	 child’s	 artless	 conversation	 about	 fairies	 and	 elves	 and	 the	 man’s
indulgent	replies.	Then	the	child	squealed	in	excitement	as	she	was	surrounded
by	 bubbles	 pouring	 out	 of	 a	 machine	 placed	 on	 the	 back	 of	 a	 truck.	 More
camouflage	for	his	purpose.

Aislinn	 took	 stock	 of	 the	 situation.	 Her	 quarry	 and	 his	 prey	 in	 front.	 The
hunter	 behind.	 The	 swelling	 crowds	 of	 humans.	 Two	 young	 vampires	 on	 the
prowl	 to	her	 far	 left,	walking	 in	 the	opposite	direction.	The	scent	of	a	pack	of
shapeshifters	at	the	other	end	of	the	fair,	still	in	human	form.

All	the	pieces	were	in	play.	It	was	time.
Aislinn	was	a	blur,	moving	like	a	gust	of	wind,	as	quiet	and	as	invisible.	She

grasped	the	child’s	waist,	expertly	removing	the	child	from	the	pedophile’s	grip
and	 thrust	 her	 into	 the	 path	 of	 a	 security	 guard.	 The	 balloon	 rose	 in	 the	 air,
floating	harmlessly	away.

The	man	frantically	looked	about	as	he	felt	the	tug	that	released	the	girl	from
him,	scanning	the	crowds	for	his	tiny	victim,	noticing	the	balloon	as	it	drifted	up
into	the	night	sky.

Yet,	in	a	heartbeat,	Aislinn	had	him	up	against	the	wall	of	a	deserted	cul-de-
sac	 nearby,	 feet	 kicking	 aimlessly	 as	 he	 tried	 to	 wrestle	 her	 hand	 away	 from
where	she	clutched	his	throat,	squeezing	his	windpipe	so	he	couldn’t	cry	out.

“I	don’t	suppose	you’re	a	praying	man?”	she	asked	with	a	wistful	smile,	and
he	shuddered.



A

CHAPTER	18

islinn	discarded	the	pedophile’s	body	on	the	ground.
It	had	been	too	easy.	And	she	had	enjoyed	it	far	too	much.

Justice.
After	taking	a	mere	moment	to	stab	the	man	in	his	chest	with	her	skean,	she

bit	 her	 lip,	 smearing	 a	 drop	 of	 her	 own	 blood	 over	 the	 puncture	 marks.	 She
licked	off	 the	excess.	The	wound	 instantly	healed	over	as	 if	 it	had	never	been,
while	simultaneously,	he	expired	on	his	last	breath.

Perfect	timing.
Centuries	 of	 experience	 had	 taught	 her	 when	 to	 stop	 feeding	 and	 exactly

when	to	heal	the	wound	so	the	coroner’s	report	would	reflect	a	vastly	different
account	of	the	man’s	death.	They	would	attribute	it	to	a	stabbing.	They	wouldn’t
look	 too	 closely	 for	 a	 motive	 after	 realizing	 he	 was	 a	 convicted	 pedophile
released	back	into	society.	They	wouldn’t	even	care	to	explain	the	loss	of	blood.
But	even	if	they	did,	it	wouldn’t	be	linked	to	a	vampire	attack.

After	 all,	 in	 the	 twenty-first	 century,	 what	 sane	 person	 believed	 in	 the
existence	of	vampires?	Thank	Vlad	for	scientific	rationalism.

Having	finished	off	the	child	molester,	she	continued	her	hunt.	The	night	was
young.	The	city	was	vibrant.	Her	meals	were	being	served	fresh	and	hot.

Besides,	she	still	hadn’t	vented	all	her	blood	rage.
Aislinn	 knew	 better	 than	 to	 stay	 in	 the	 one	 area.	 Humans	 would	 become

suspicious	 if	 there	were	 too	many	dead	bodies	 left	 in	 the	same	place.	With	 the
two	young	vampires	who	had	passed	 her	 earlier	 and	 those	 out	 on	 the	 town	 in



addition	to	her	own	dirty	laundry	left	at	the	manor	house,	the	Cleaner	would	be
kept	busy	tonight.

She	retraced	her	steps	to	the	Tube,	noticing	the	hunter	was	on	her	tail	once
more.	He	hadn’t	interfered	with	her	first	kill,	but	perhaps	it	was	because	he	was
by	himself.	She	wondered	where	his	backup	was,	though	she	couldn’t	be	sure	he
hadn’t	gone	rogue	and	was	acting	alone.	She’d	heard	the	rumors	of	some	shake-
up	 to	 the	hunters’	 church	operations	 from	Elijah,	Head	of	 the	North	American
New	World	Coven,	but	she	paid	little	attention	to	the	lives	of	humans	as	it	wasn’t
a	priority	for	her.	She	only	cared	about	making	her	sister’s	killers	pay	for	their
sins,	though	she	would	need	to	find	them	first.

This	time	changing	direction,	she	ended	up	alighting	at	Temple	Tube	Station,
heading	toward	the	Royal	Courts	of	Justice.	Though	it	was	late	at	night,	it	was	a
favorite	hunting	ground.	It	was	surrounded	by	the	Inns	of	Court	and	the	London
School	of	Economics	which	were	constantly	buzzing.	Judges	and	lawyers	were
always	 corrupt	 and	 hypocritical.	 It	was	 even	mentioned	 in	 the	Bible,	 and	 that
part	of	it	didn’t	lie.

She	 passed	 among	 a	 cluster	 of	 dull,	 red-brick	 buildings,	 toward	 Middle
Temple	Hall	where	a	performance	of	Sweeney	Todd	had	just	ended	and	theater-
goers	were	streaming	out	from	the	hall	into	the	cold	night	air.

How	appropriate.	All	that	staged	blood	and	gore.	And	humans	enjoying	the
spectacle	from	their	moral	high	ground.

Aislinn	began	another	mental	tally.
If	cheating	on	one’s	spouse	was	still	a	crime,	then	about	half	the	spectators

would	 have	 been	 fair	 game,	 but	 as	 it	 was	 no	 longer	 considered	 immoral	 or
punishable	by	law,	she	settled	on	following	a	young	woman	who	was	careful	to
keep	covered	the	injuries	on	her	body.	It	was	easy	for	a	vampire	to	sense	human
vulnerability	and	weakness,	particularly	disease	or	injury.

Aislinn	could	sense	the	extent	of	recent	and	older	bruises	and	broken	bones,
where	 they	were	 still	 healing	and	where	 they	were	knitted	 together,	 caused	by
frequent	 and	brutal	 beatings.	 If	 the	 girl	 couldn’t	 or	wouldn’t	 leave	 her	 abuser,
Aislinn	would	find	a	way	to	set	her	free.

She	reeled	out	her	bait,	allowing	the	young	woman	to	lead	her	to	her	quarry.



Crossing	 the	 brick	 lane	 and	 skirting	 the	 cloister,	Aislinn	was	 aware	 of	 the
other	vampire	way	before	he	dropped	 lightly	 from	 the	 slate	 roof	of	one	of	 the
surrounding	buildings	to	land	soundlessly	on	the	balls	of	his	feet	beside	her.

“Mind	 if	 I	 join	you?”	he	asked	as	he	straightened	up,	 falling	 into	a	natural
stride.

The	corners	of	her	mouth	curved	upward,	but	she	kept	her	eyes	focused	on
her	bait.	“Are	you	up	for	it,	old	man?	How’re	the	ribs?”

Caleb	 coughed	 in	 embarrassment,	 running	 his	 hand	 over	 his	 bald	 head	 by
way	of	apology.	“The	ribs	are	just	fine.	Did	you	know	there’s	a	hunter	tracking
you?	He’s	been	on	your	tail	for	four	blocks.”

She	 didn’t	 even	 bother	 looking	 over	 her	 shoulder.	 It	would	 have	 been	 too
human	of	a	reaction.	Instead,	she	shrugged.	“He’s	been	on	my	tail	for	far	longer
than	that.	I	picked	him	up	from	the	beginning	of	my	hunt.	I’m	surprised	he’s	still
there.”

Caleb’s	 eyebrows	 rose	 a	 notch.	 “I’m	 surprised	 you’re	 still	 here.	 He	 could
have	called	his	friends	and	staked	you.	You	could	be	walking	into	a	trap.	Haven’t
I	taught	you	anything?	First	rule	of	hunting:	never	hunt	alone.”

“But	 he	 didn’t.	 You	 worry	 too	 much.”	 Aislinn	 finally	 looked	 at	 him,	 her
bright	eyes	mocking.	“Besides,	if	I	can	kick	your	big	ass,	you	don’t	think	I	can
take	down	a	few	scrawny	humans?”

Caleb	snarled	something	low	and	guttural	in	response,	making	Aislinn	laugh.
It	was	always	fun	teasing	him,	like	awakening	a	dormant	beast.

“Fine.	 I’ll	 be	more	 careful.	Only	 because	 you	 ask	 so	 nicely.”	Her	 laughter
echoed	down	the	brick	lane,	sounding	like	bells	tinkling	in	the	wind.

Caleb	 grunted	 and	 lapsed	 into	 his	 usual	 taciturn	manner.	Vlad’s	 teeth!	 She
really	is	hellbent	on	driving	me	insane!

But	he	cared	for	her	more	than	he	liked	to	admit.	And	just	like	daddy’s	little
girl,	she	has	her	old	man	wrapped	around	her	little	finger.	Caleb	acknowledged
a	little	ruefully	that	it	was	a	pity	that	she	also	knew	it.



The	girl	eventually	paused	outside	a	rundown,	dull,	brown-brick	block	of	flats	in
an	 area	 that	 resembled	 something	 out	 of	 a	 zombie	 apocalypse	 film.	 It	 was	 a
manmade	wasteland.

Both	 Aislinn	 and	 Caleb	 could	 hear	 the	 rapid	 tattoo	 of	 her	 heart	 as	 it
accelerated	in	fear.	She	didn’t	want	to	go	home,	but	she	had	nowhere	else	to	go.

A	drunken	couple	spilled	out	the	front	entrance	of	the	building,	raucous	with
laughter	 and	 out	 of	 their	 minds	 with	 booze.	 A	 haze	 of	 cigarette	 smoke
accompanied	them,	dissipating	in	the	chill	night	air.

It	was	much	grimmer	than	Aislinn	had	imagined	it	would	be,	and	she	pitied
the	 sad,	 little	waif	whose	bearing	was	 still	 proud	as	 she	 squared	her	 shoulders
and	entered	the	building	by	the	door	the	couple	had	just	exited.	She	didn’t	talk	to
anyone	as	she	climbed	the	stairs,	which	smelled	of	cabbage	and	urine,	passing	a
junkie	who	was	slumped	unconscious	on	the	landing.

She	paused	again	outside	the	battered	door	of	Flat	#10,	under	the	flickering
light,	 fishing	 for	 her	 key,	 taking	 her	 time.	 There	 was	 a	 domestic	 disturbance
already	playing	down	the	hall	in	one	of	the	adjacent	flats.

Aislinn	knew	the	sounds,	which	were	all	too	familiar.
“Stairs	or	gutter?”	asked	Caleb,	standing	still	outside	the	building,	staring	up

at	 the	window	to	 the	girl’s	 flat,	 the	 interior	dimly	 lit.	But	 there	was	movement
inside.	Someone	was	home.

Aislinn	rolled	her	eyes.	Why	climb	the	gutter	when	the	stairs	would	do	just
fine?

They	 heard	 the	 girl	 through	 the	 door	 when	 she	 choked	 back	 a	 cry.	 Body
blows.	The	sound	of	glass	breaking.

“Our	cue,	I	think,”	Aislinn	said.	And	without	waiting	for	Caleb,	she	mounted
the	stairs	 in	a	blur,	 too	quick	 for	 the	human	eye	 to	perceive.	The	 junkie	 in	 the
stairway	didn’t	even	stir	as	she	flashed	past.

The	 door	 wasn’t	 even	 locked	 when	 Aislinn	 threw	 it	 open	 to	 a	 scene	 of
carnage	 inside.	Blood	 speckled	 the	 beige	 carpet,	 and	 cushions	were	 strewn	on
the	floor.	A	table	had	been	tipped	over,	and	a	lampshade	was	lying	on	its	side,
lightbulb	shattered.

“You	filthy	whore.	Tell	me.	Where	have	you	been?”	The	blows	rained	down,



accompanying	his	foul	words.
Aislinn	 held	 out	 her	 hand	 to	 absorb	 the	 blow,	 and	 the	man’s	 fist	 slammed

into	 a	 palm	 of	 solid	 granite,	 hard	 and	 unyielding.	 The	 impact	 of	 the	 strike
shattered	bone,	traveling	with	force	along	elbow,	arm,	shoulder,	and	collarbone.
He	shrieked	but	was	too	jacked	up	to	care	about	a	pain	that	he	couldn’t	quite	feel
because	 his	 brain	wasn’t	 thinking	 as	 it	 should.	He	 grabbed	 the	 first	 thing	 that
came	to	hand,	the	metal	base	of	the	table	lamp,	to	use	as	a	weapon.

“Get	out,”	Caleb	growled	at	the	girl.	He	knew	when	accompanying	Aislinn
on	a	hunt	not	to	touch	the	innocents.	Especially	young	girls.	They	reminded	her
too	much	of	her	sister.

Caleb	was	far	more	pragmatic	about	feeding	on	humans	than	his	protégé,	but
he	didn’t	want	to	piss	her	off.	So,	he	clamped	down	on	his	desire	to	sink	his	teeth
in	and,	instead,	flashed	obsidian	eyes	at	the	girl	in	warning.	“Go	now.”

But	she	was	too	shocked	to	save	herself	and	run	away.	Like	a	terrified	rabbit,
she	was	frozen	to	the	spot,	incapable	of	the	basic	instinct	of	fleeing	for	survival.
It	had	been	knocked	out	of	her	long	ago.

The	drugs	running	through	the	man’s	system	lent	him	a	superhuman	strength.
“Bitch,	get	out	of	my	fucking	way!”	He	had	all	the	subtlety	of	a	bulldozer.

The	man	raised	the	metal	tripod	to	bring	it	down	with	extreme	force,	aiming
for	Aislinn’s	head,	but	she	ducked	with	extraordinary	ease,	and	it	missed	her	by
miles.	 The	 end	 broke	 off	 on	 the	 tiled	 floor	 where	 it	 crashed,	 leaving	 a
needlepoint	edge.

She	was	beautiful	to	watch.	Poetry	in	motion.	Her	silver-blonde	hair	fanned
out	 behind	 her	 as	 she	 moved.	 And	 she	 flowed	 like	 water	 as	 if	 she	 were
performing	 Tai	 Chi	 in	 Green	 Park	 in	 slow	 motion,	 harmonizing	 with	 her
surroundings.

Caleb	thought	about	letting	her	have	some	fun	with	the	bastard	because	she
liked	to	make	them	suffer	for	the	suffering	they	inflicted	on	others.	It	was	poetic
justice.

But	this	was	getting	boring.
Street	 gangs	 and	 Russian	 mafia	 were	 more	 his	 thing.	 He	 plucked	 the

bulldozer	back	by	his	collar	as	 the	man	wheeled	around	to	attack	his	assailant.



The	bulldozer	lunged	again,	managing	to	shove	the	sharp	point	through	Caleb’s
chest	and	into	his	heart.

It	 annoyed	 Caleb	 more	 than	 hurt	 him.	 He	 wrenched	 it	 free	 and	 tossed	 it
harmlessly	away	onto	the	floor.	Then	he	backhanded	the	man,	hard	enough	for
his	jaw	to	shatter,	teeth	flying	out	in	an	arc,	but	not	so	hard	that	it	killed	him.

The	girl	finally	realized	the	danger,	scampering	along	her	knees	toward	the
door.	Aislinn	gently	grabbed	her	 arm	and	pushed	her	out	 into	 the	hallway	and
toward	the	stairs.

She	 wasn’t	 moving	 nearly	 fast	 enough,	 but	 it	 was	 of	 no	matter.	 The	man
would	never	be	able	to	hurt	her	again.	Of	that,	Aislinn	would	make	sure.

But	 it	was	her	partner	who	quickly	moved	 in	 for	 the	kill.	He	had	no	more
time	to	waste	on	fun	and	games	and	puny	children.	It	was	time	for	him	to	feast.

Caleb	 fastened	his	 large	hand	around	 the	bulldozer’s	 thick	 throat,	dangling
him	 high	 above	 the	 floor.	 There	was	 still	 fight	 in	 him	 as	 he	 tried	 to	 dislodge
Caleb’s	fingers	and	pummeled	his	aggressor’s	chest	and	face	with	his	hard	fists,
but	these	were	feeble	blows	to	a	vampire.

The	 bulldozer’s	 face	 turned	 scarlet,	 suffused	 with	 blood,	 as	 he	 struggled
against	his	stronger	captor.	He	reeked	of	sweat	and	beer	and	a	cocktail	of	hard
drugs,	 but	 his	 heart	 was	 also	 pumping	 thick	 and	 fast	 with	 his	 lifeblood.	 And
Caleb’s	teeth	were	bared	in	an	intense	sneer	as	he	leaned	forward,	ready	for	the
kill.

And	that	was	when	he	was	interrupted	by	a	strident,	buzzing	noise.
“Are	you	fucking	kidding	me?”	Aislinn	spat,	locking	eyes	with	the	burly,	ex-

military	elite-forces	soldier.	“Did	you	bring	your	phone	on	a	hunt?”
Caleb	 looked	 slightly	 embarrassed	 as	 he	 pulled	 his	 smartphone	 out	 of	 his

pocket	to	check	the	Caller	ID.
“Look,	 just	 hold	 this,	 will	 you?”	 he	 said,	 passing	 her	 the	 still-struggling

human.	“It’s	Usain.	I’ve	got	to	take	this.”
“Seriously?”	 she	 asked,	 but	 she	 took	 the	 bulldozer	 and	 slammed	 him	 up

against	the	wall,	holding	him	there	while	Caleb	answered	his	call.
The	man	continued	to	lash	out	with	his	arms	and	legs,	punching	and	kicking

in	the	hope	that	she	would	release	him.



“For	 Vlad’s	 sake!	 Stop	 it	 already,	 or	 I	 will	 bitch	 slap	 you	 from	 here	 to
eternity.”	Aislinn’s	warning	was	 terse,	and	she	meant	every	word,	yet	 the	man
continued	 to	 struggle	 unabated.	 Ignoring	 him,	 she	 could	 hear	 the	 conversation
between	 Caleb	 and	 Usain	 in	 the	 background,	 a	 low	 hum	 of	 vampire	 voices
discussing	 an	 unforeseen	 attempted	 break	 in	 at	 the	 coinage	 Minter’s	 citadel,
Usain’s	voice	careful	 and	proper,	 and	Caleb’s	unperturbed	but	 coldly	efficient.
Trouble.

A	steel-capped	boot	struck	her	left	breast,	leaving	a	dirty	mark	on	the	leather
as	 the	 man’s	 directionless	 kicking	 finally	 managed	 to	 connect.	 Aislinn	 first
looked	down	at	her	boobs	then	back	up	at	the	man,	her	eyes	the	color	of	black
opals.	With	utmost	calm,	unhurriedly,	she	slammed	a	hard	fist	and	kneecapped
the	 leg	 that	 had	 kicked	 her.	 It	 was	 more	 like	 an	 amputation.	 “Never	 touch	 a
woman’s	breasts	without	her	permission.”

“Vlad’s	nuts,	Aislinn,”	Caleb	complained,	pocketing	his	phone	as	he	saw	the
man	crumple	where	she	dropped	him	on	the	floor	with	a	thud.	“Don’t	kill	him.	I
haven’t	eaten	tonight.”

Hands	 on	 hips	 in	 exasperation,	 she	 pivoted,	 already	walking	 out	 the	 door.
“Fine.	Just	finish	your	food	so	we	can	go.	It’s	not	takeout.”



T

CHAPTER	19

he	 coinage	Minter	 could	 be	 found	 in	 the	 same	 spot	 the	 operations	 had
occupied	for	centuries,	since	before	the	time	of	Edward	the	First	and	under

the	structure	of	the	Tower	of	London,	so	deep	that	it	was	like	descending	into	the
bowels	of	Demura.	Edward	had	installed	his	own	Mint	within	the	safety	of	the
Tower’s	walls	in	the	thirteenth	century,	and	until	1810,	most	of	the	coins	of	the
British	 realm	were	made	 there	 in	a	dedicated	area	 that	became	known	as	Mint
Street.	But	unknown	to	Edward	and	his	official	coin	makers,	the	Minter	operated
in	the	vast	depths	below	them,	undisturbed	by	both	human	and	immortal	races.

Until	tonight,	Aislinn	thought,	wondering	who	might	have	tried	to	break	in	to
their	secure	operations.

As	Caleb	and	Aislinn	approached	the	Tower,	they	could	see	it	was	swarming
with	 NCA,	 SOCA,	 and	 Met	 Police	 detectives	 who	 had	 cordoned	 off	 the
surrounding	 area	 from	 media,	 cars,	 and	 foot	 traffic,	 their	 vehicles	 flashing
emergency	 lights	 and	 sirens	 in	warning	 for	 all	 to	 keep	 away.	 It	would	 explain
why	 the	 Tube	 stations	 in	 the	 nearby	 radius	 had	 been	 evacuated	 and	 closed,
making	 it	 only	 slightly	 more	 difficult	 for	 them	 to	 get	 here,	 though	 it	 was
probably	more	annoying	than	difficult	at	the	speed	at	which	vampires	could	walk
and	their	indefatigable	nature.

“Usain	 wouldn’t	 have	 called	 us	 here	 simply	 for	 a	 human	 matter,”	 Caleb
reasoned,	 knowing	 the	 Crown	 Jewels	 were	 housed	 within	 the	 Tower.	 “I’m
sensing	there’s	a	connection	between	the	two.”

“C’mon,	let’s	go	talk	to	the	Minter,	and	maybe	he’ll	clear	things	up.”	Aislinn



nodded	 in	 the	 opposite	 direction	 to	 the	 brightly	 lit	 crime	 scene	 ringed	 by	 the
authorities.

Falling	into	step	beside	her,	Caleb	asked,	“What	about	your	hunter?”
“We	left	him	back	with	the	gang,”	she	replied	with	a	smirk,	referring	to	the

street	 gang	 they’d	 passed	when	 leaving	 the	waif’s	 flat.	 She’d	 picked	 the	 gang
leader’s	 pocket	 and	 thrown	 his	 stash	 in	 the	 path	 of	 the	 hunter.	 “He’s	 got	 his
hands	full.”

Caleb	chuckled.	“You’re	a	badass.”
She	 winked	 at	 him	 before	 jumping	 off	 Tower	 Bridge,	 executing	 a	 perfect

dive	into	the	murky	depths	of	the	Thames.	Caleb	looked	at	the	water	below	with
disgust	 and	 shuddered,	 remembering	 a	 time	 when	 all	 manner	 of	 filthy	 things
floated	in	and	upon	it.	He’d	hoped	never	to	have	to	visit	the	Minter	again	after
the	sixteenth	century.	It	was	probably	too	much	for	an	immortal	to	hope	for.

He	caught	up	to	Aislinn	at	the	bottom	of	the	estuary	where	she	was	drawing
back	 a	 heavy	 iron	 grille.	 Caleb	 treaded	water	 impatiently,	 staring	 at	 the	 long,
narrow	channel	of	blackness	as	if	he	expected	the	hellhounds	of	Demura	to	come
roaring	 through	it.	He	could	see	perfectly	well	 in	 the	dark,	and	drawing	breath
was	unnecessary,	but	still,	he	hated	swimming.	There	were	many	creatures	in	the
ocean	 that	 had	 many	 more	 and	 much	 sharper	 teeth	 than	 him.	 Not	 that	 the
Thames	had	any	of	these	creatures,	but	it	was	just	the	thought	that	bothered	him.

Access	 to	 the	 Minter	 was	 only	 possible	 by	 going	 through	 the	 hidden,
underground	 tunnel	 system	 that	 crisscrossed	 under	 the	 Thames	 and	 the	 long-
vanished	moat,	once	London’s	largest	cesspool,	and	beneath	the	Crown	Jewels	in
the	Tower	of	London.

They	 swam	 through	 the	 long,	 pitch-black	 tunnel	 until	 they	 approached	 a
large	solid	metal	hatch,	from	which	no	other	exits	existed.	Like	the	corridors	to
the	private	lodgings	of	the	older	vampires	back	at	the	manor	house,	there	were
no	keypads	or	locks.	Instead,	the	airlock	automatically	opened	to	allow	them	to
climb	up	onto	a	small	landing.

“This	way.”	Aislinn	pointed	at	a	deep-blue	light	streaming	through	a	window
in	the	adjoining	airlock	to	the	following	tunnel,	like	a	porthole	view	of	the	ocean
deep.	The	 rippling	 ultraviolet	 light	 gave	 the	 effect	 of	 looking	 into	 a	 huge	 fish



tank,	like	those	found	at	an	aquarium.
“This	is	new,”	Caleb	said.	Aislinn	thought	she	heard	the	slightest	quaver	in

his	voice.
“Benjamin’s	idea,”	she	said,	referring	to	the	high-tech	security	measures.	As

no	other	immortal	had	use	of	vampire	currency,	the	only	ones	who	might	wish	to
break	 in	were	organized	vampire	gangs	wanting	 to	 rule	 the	underworld,	which
made	tonight’s	incursion	even	more	unusual.	“Wait.	They	know	we’re	here.”

As	she	uttered	these	words,	the	ultraviolet	light	was	doused,	and	if	anything,
it	seemed	to	grow	even	darker	on	the	other	side	of	the	airlock.

“We’ve	got	thirty	seconds	to	make	it	through	the	tunnel	before	it	goes	back
on,”	she	cautioned	as	they	heard	the	click	to	signal	it	was	unlocked.	“Let’s	go.”

The	 airlock	 held	 fast,	 sucked	 in	 by	 the	 difference	 in	 air	 pressure.	 Aislinn
tugged,	and	a	gentle	drag	of	air	whispered	around	her	frame,	instantly	drying	her
hair,	ensuring	no	contaminants	entered	the	sterility	of	the	clean	zone	where	the
Minter	was	at	work	as	the	door	closed	behind	them.

They	moved	through	the	darkness	of	the	tunnel	at	breakneck	speed,	reaching
the	other	side.	And	waited.

And	waited.
“Vlad’s	balls!”	Caleb	said.	“What’s	going	on	out	there?”
They	were	running	out	of	time.
“Fuck!”	he	yelled,	his	veins	bulging	in	his	neck,	powerful	arms	braced	as	he

slammed	a	shoulder	into	the	metal	hatch.	It	didn’t	budge.	It	didn’t	even	shudder.
It	remained	obstinately	closed.

“Calm	 down,	 Caleb.	 It’ll	 open.”	 Aislinn	 sounded	 supremely	 confident.
“Benjamin	assured	me	that	he’s	had	it	tested	and	everything’s	in	working	order.”

Just	as	the	airlock	clicked	open	and	Caleb	pushed	through	to	the	other	side
safely,	the	ultraviolet	light	bathed	down.	The	bluish	light	suffused	Aislinn’s	face
and	 hands,	making	 her	 look	 ethereal	 and	 heightening	 the	 effect	 that	 vampires
were	not	 living	beings,	even	 though	she’d	 just	 fed	and	was	as	close	 to	normal
human	body	 temperature	 as	 it	was	possible	 for	 a	 vampire	 to	 get.	But	 it	 didn’t
burn	 her	 either.	 She	 raised	 her	 palms	 up,	 gazing	 at	 them	 in	 childlike	wonder.
Then	she	turned	her	hands	over,	marveling	at	the	effect.



“Get	out	of	there!”	Caleb	yelled,	reaching	a	large	tattooed	hand	in	to	pull	her
through	the	door.	As	he	did,	 the	bluish	light	 touched	his	exposed	skin,	sizzling
and	hissing	where	it	made	contact.	He	managed	to	get	a	hand	on	Aislinn’s	coat
and	yanked.

She	tumbled	through	the	opening	onto	the	other	side,	landing	on	Caleb	as	the
airlock	closed	behind	them,	containing	the	danger	within.

The	older	Malum	looked	murderous.	Benjamin	has	a	lot	to	answer	for.	When
I	get	to	him,	he’ll	need	a	new	set	of	chompers.

“Caleb,	are	you	okay?”	Aislinn	asked	with	some	concern,	grabbing	his	hand
and	holding	 it	out	 in	 the	darkness.	With	vampire	vision,	she	could	see	 that	 the
welts	and	blisters	were	slowly	healing	over.	But	it	 took	a	minute	or	two	before
he	was	whole	again.

“Maybe	I	should	be	asking	you	that?”	He	looked	at	Aislinn	with	wide,	dark
eyes	as	 if	he’d	never	 seen	her	before.	He	was	spooked.	“Please	 tell	me	you’re
using	a	moisturizer	with	a	thousand-plus	sunscreen.”

He	 hoped	 that	 the	 answer	 was	 that	 simple	 because	 she	 should	 have	 been
badly	burned.	She	should	have	reacted	to	the	ultraviolet	light	in	the	same	way	as
his	hand.	She	should	even	be	dead	right	now,	just	a	handful	of	dust.

But	she	wasn’t.
Aislinn	gave	a	tinkling	laugh,	ignoring	his	concern.	“Don’t	be	stupid.	You’ve

just	got	sensitive	skin,	old	man.”
But	he	didn’t	look	convinced	as	she	dismissed	him.	In	fact,	he	suddenly	felt

scared	for	her.	He	didn’t	know	of	any	vampire	who	was	 immune	 to	ultraviolet
light,	but	if	she	was—and	it	was	only	a	sneaking	suspicion—then	it	would	place
her	 in	 grave	 danger.	 Her	 own	 bastard	 son	 would	 vivisect	 her	 to	 gain	 that
knowledge.	Holy	shit	balls!	Dorian	would	drain	her	blood	to	the	very	last	drop.

“So	 sorry,	 we	 weren’t	 expecting	 you	 so	 soon.”	 A	 voice	 came	 out	 the
darkness,	followed	by	an	extremely	pale,	young	Nubes	wearing	what	looked	like
a	medieval	 brown	woolen	 tunic.	The	 sleeves	 of	 the	 tunic	were	 long	 and	 close
fitting,	with	a	leather	belt	cinched	at	the	waist	and	tight	leggings.	He	looked	at
them	quizzically	where	they	lay	in	a	tangled	heap	on	the	floor.

Aislinn	 picked	 herself	 up	 gracefully	 and	 smiled	 at	 him,	making	 the	 young



vampire	blush.	“We’re	here	 to	see	 the	Minter.	We	heard	you	had	some	 trouble
earlier?”

“Yes,	yes,	but	I’ll	let	the	Minter	explain	that	to	you,	Prima	Aislinn.	I’m	only
an	apprentice,”	he	said	by	way	of	explanation,	seemingly	fascinated	by	Aislinn’s
black	leather,	figure-hugging	outfit.

Caleb’s	eyes	narrowed.	“How	long	have	you	been	an	apprentice?”
The	tawny-haired	vampire	cocked	his	head	to	the	side	as	if	contemplating	the

question.	“What	century	is	this?”
Caleb	looked	surprised.	Hoisting	his	large	frame	from	the	floor	with	amazing

dexterity,	he	replied,	“It’s	the	twenty-first	century.	Rockets	to	Mars.	The	Internet.
Viagra	for	women.”

Aislinn	elbowed	her	companion,	shooting	him	a	warning	look.
The	Minter’s	apprentice	frowned	speculatively.	“Then	it	must	be	coming	up

on	seven	hundred	years.”
Aislinn	 and	 Caleb	 exchanged	 a	 long	 look.	 They’d	 heard	 of	 the	 Minter’s

peculiarities,	 but	 this	 seemed	 absurd.	No	wonder	 the	 young	man	was	wearing
medieval	garb.	He’d	probably	never	seen	moonlight	since	his	turning.

The	making	of	the	Aurum	Julius	coins	was	rather	a	different	business	from
the	usual	activities	within	the	coven.	The	Minter’s	staff	were	kept	separate	from
the	rest	of	the	coven	and	housed	within	the	Tower’s	underground	fortress	like	the
vampire	 lairs	 of	 old,	 and	 their	 comings	 and	 goings	 were	 strictly	 monitored
within	 these	 walls.	 Aislinn	 had	 never	 been	 down	 here	 and	 was	 very	 curious
about	 their	 operations	 since	 it	 was	 a	 maximum-security	 base	 with	 restricted
personnel.	 It	 wasn’t	 that	 she	 didn’t	 have	 authorization.	 It	 was	 just	 that	 she’d
never	been	interested	in	touring	their	facilities.

The	Minter	worked	from	a	series	of	closely	guarded	workstations	attached	to
the	 vault.	 Every	 bicentennial,	 he	 would	make	 his	 way	 to	 the	manor	 house	 to
conduct	business	with	the	Head	of	the	London	Coven.	At	such	times,	the	manor
house	was	virtually	emptied	of	its	inhabitants	to	ensure	absolute	secrecy	in	their
dealings.	 But	most	 vampires	 knew	 that	 this	was	when	 the	Minter	would	 gain
approval	for	the	release	of	a	new	set	of	Aurum	Julius	coins	into	circulation.

“Please	 follow	me,”	 the	 apprentice	 said,	 disappearing	 back	 into	 the	 gloom



and	expecting	them	to	follow.	“And	please	don’t	touch	anything.	And	stay	alert.
All	the	coins	are	still	made	by	hand,	and	the	Minter	is	very	much	a	perfectionist.
The	Minter’s	 establishment	 is	 a	 dangerous	 place	 if	 you	 don’t	 pay	 attention	 to
what’s	 happening	 around	 you.”	 He	 held	 up	 a	 damaged	 left	 hand	with	 its	 two
missing	fingers	as	proof.

Caleb	 recoiled	 in	 shock.	 It	 was	 unusual	 for	 a	 vampire	 to	 be	 anything	 less
than	flawless.

“Don’t	worry,	old	man,”	Aislinn	teased	her	partner,	her	voice	low.	“They’re
Minters,	not	the	Castrati.	Your	balls	are	safe	here.”

“Minter,	 your	 guests	 have	 arrived.”	 The	 voice	 belonged	 to	 his	 apprentice,
Dominic,	who	was	almost	ready	to	be	promoted	to	Minter	in	his	stead,	allowing
him	to	finally	retire.

Soon,	but	not	yet.	A	life	of	servitude,	no	matter	how	comfortable,	wasn’t	the
immortality	he	had	sought	when	Julius	had	offered	him	his	rare	gift.

The	Minter	ignored	his	guests,	concentrating	on	the	task	before	him.	He	bent
over	 the	 newly	minted	Aurum	 Julius	 coins,	 examining	 them	 closely.	 The	 tiny
markings	 on	 the	 coins	 indicated	 their	 value,	 and	 he	 raised	 one	 up	 to	watch	 it
catch	 the	 light,	 looking	for	 imperfections	with	a	beady	eye.	The	single	drop	of
Primus	 Julius’s	 blood	 trapped	 within	 the	 amber	 shone	 brightly.	 Satisfied,	 he
replaced	the	coin	and	closed	the	velvet-lined	wooden	box.

“You	may	place	 these	 in	 the	vault,”	 he	 said	 to	Dominic,	 his	 voice	holding
authority.	“Destroy	the	others,	and	send	me	the	apprentice	who	produced	them.	I
wish	to	impress	upon	him	the	importance	of	taking	pride	in	one’s	work.”

Dominic	swallowed	and	bowed	to	the	Minter,	hurriedly	excusing	himself	as
he	left	Aislinn	and	Caleb	behind	in	the	room.

The	Minter	finally	looked	up	at	them	and,	realizing	who	his	illustrious	guest
was,	 stood	 and	 bowed	 deeply.	 His	 white	 Mark	 of	 Cain	 flared	 in	 obsequious
recognition.	“Prima	Aislinn.	I	was	not	expecting	you.”

He	 was	 a	 wonder	 in	 a	 cave	 of	 surprises	 and	 vast	 treasures.	 He	 was	 stern



looking	 but	 young,	 appearing	 only	 a	 couple	 of	 years	 older	 than	 Aislinn,	 and
quite	tall,	hovering	around	six-foot-four,	almost	as	tall	as	Kayne.	All	 that	extra
height	 made	 him	 seem	 self-conscious	 and	 gangly,	 particularly	 in	 this
underground	world.	The	Minter’s	face	was	angular,	his	frame	reed	slim.	He	had
wiry,	dark-brown	hair	and	dark	eyes,	which	were	now	gazing	upon	Aislinn	like
she	was	 an	 exotic,	 newly	 discovered	 species	 he	was	 about	 to	 categorize.	And
then	possibly	place	in	his	vault.

“I	 suppose	 I	 should	 have	 warned	 you	 that	 Prima	 Aislinn	 would	 be
accompanying	 me,”	 Caleb	 said,	 recognizing	 the	 breach	 in	 protocol.	 Like	 the
flick	of	a	switch,	he	was	all	formality,	behaving	with	utmost	propriety.	“Forgive
me,	Minter.”

The	young	man	waved	a	slim	hand	dismissively.	“No	great	matter.	I	expect
Primus	Julius	will	be	wanting	to	hear	your	report.	It	 is,	perhaps,	fortuitous	that
the	Prima	is	here	with	us.	May	I	offer	you	refreshments?	No?	Well	then,	please,
let	us	proceed.”

He	ushered	them	back	into	the	dimly	lit	corridor	toward	what	appeared	to	be
a	dead	end	and	threw	back	a	thick	tapestry	depicting	a	scene	of	a	medieval	boar
hunt.	 Behind	 the	 tapestry	 was	 a	 long	 passage	 carved	 into	 the	 bedrock.	 The
Minter	 hung	 deferentially	 back	 to	 allow	 Aislinn	 through	 first,	 immediately
following	behind	her,	with	Caleb	pulling	up	the	rear.

There	was	 a	 flickering	 light	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 long	 passage	 resembling	 the
eternal	fires	of	Demura	as	the	flames	danced	upon	the	walls.

They	emerged	into	a	vast	chamber	which	was	hot	and	noisy,	with	huge	fiery
furnaces	 flanking	 the	 walls	 used	 to	 melt	 down	 the	 precious	 metals.	 The
apprentices	 worked	 tirelessly	 to	 please	 the	 Minter	 in	 the	 stuffy	 space,	 under
terrible	 conditions.	 The	 air	 was	 full	 of	 deadly	 chemicals	 and	 poisonous	 gases
which	were	ineffectually	vented	through	huge	blowers	and	ducts	in	the	ceilings.

Caleb	bent	to	whisper	in	Aislinn’s	ear.	“What’s	the	point	of	being	immortal	if
you	can’t	enjoy	it?”

Aislinn	might	 have	 agreed	with	 him,	 but	 she	 noticed	 that	 all	 the	Minter’s
apprentices	were	Nubes.	 It	 seemed	 there	was	a	calling	 for	Nubes	after	all,	and
not	 just	as	domestics.	And	perhaps	 they	were	better	off	here	 than	at	 the	coven



where	they	would	have	been	held	in	contempt	by	the	others.	Here,	at	 least,	 the
weakest	vampires,	the	ones	whose	hearts	were	black	enough	to	be	turned	but	not
so	black	that	they	could	propagate	the	species,	performed	the	important,	trusted
task	 of	 minting	 vampire	 currency.	 That	 must	 have	 given	 some	 value	 to	 their
lives,	like	monks	to	a	higher	calling.

Aislinn	moved	closer	to	where	they	were	assaying	a	sample	of	metal	to	test
the	purity	of	the	bullion,	an	important,	specialist	task	required	to	understand	and
measure	the	precious	metal	content	in	the	coins.

“What	are	they	using?”	she	asked,	fascinated,	leaning	in	to	get	a	better	look.
The	young	apprentice	whose	head	was	bent	over	his	work,	 trembled	at	her

closeness	as	 if	she	were	breathing	down	his	neck.	As	he	attempted	 to	pour	 the
submerged	metal	through	a	filter	to	separate	the	gold,	some	of	the	liquid	spilled
over	 the	 edge	of	 the	 container	 and	onto	 his	 hand,	 burning	 through	 the	 surface
layers	of	skin.

“Nitric	 acid,	 Prima	 Aislinn,”	 the	 Minter	 explained.	 Then,	 turning	 to	 the
young	Nubes,	he	instructed	briskly,	“Do	be	more	careful.	I	should	hate	to	have	to
find	another	new	apprentice.”

The	Nubes	kept	his	head	bowed	and	mumbled	a	fearful,	“Yes,	Minter.”
Aislinn	 found	 herself	 revising	 her	 initial	 opinion	 in	 favor	 of	 Caleb’s

perspective.	 She	 felt	 sorry	 for	 the	 poor	 oppressed	 apprentices	 and	 disliked	 the
Minter	very	much.	He	was	as	much	a	tyrant	over	his	small	domain	as	Julius	was.
It	was	just	a	matter	of	degree	as	to	which	of	them	was	worse.



A

CHAPTER	20

islinn	and	Caleb	 followed	 the	Minter	 through	 the	maze	of	 tunnels	until
they	stood	before	two	adjacent,	massive	steel	vault	doors.	This	area	was

sterile	and	clean.	It	was	another	world	down	here,	and	if	not	for	her	honed	senses
and	 ability	 to	 expertly	 track	 and	 hunt,	 she	 would	 have	 been	 lost	 among	 the
endless	twists	and	turns,	dead	ends,	and	secret	passages	designed	to	disorientate
any	intruder—in	fact,	they	may	have	found	her	mummified	body	centuries	later.

She	 was	 certain	 Benjamin	 had	 been	 down	 here	 recently	 to	 install	 the
innovative	 security	 system	 he’d	 designed,	 as	 the	 setup	 was	 the	 same	 as	 her
private	quarters.	 It	made	her	 realize	how	efficient	he	was	and	how	cunning.	A
true	 fox,	he	managed	 to	build	networks,	gain	 followers,	and	 infiltrate	 the	most
secure	 immortal	 institutions.	 Admiring	 Benjamin’s	 handiwork,	 Aislinn
understood	that	the	young	Malum	had	not	only	the	ambition	to	usurp	Julius	but
also	the	potential.

The	 Minter	 leaned	 forward	 to	 the	 scanner	 on	 the	 right,	 placing	 his	 eye
against	 the	 retinal	 scan	 as	 it	 dilated	 to	obsidian.	Simultaneously,	 he	placed	his
thumb	 on	 the	 pad	 for	 DNA	 identification.	 In	 less	 than	 a	 moment,	 the	 huge,
reinforced	vault	doors—like	the	alloy	steel	leaf	shutters	that	blocked	out	the	light
at	the	manor	house—spiraled	open,	causing	Caleb’s	eyes	to	go	wide.

Behind	the	reinforced	metal	barrier	was	a	biodome,	a	Noah’s	Ark	of	plants
and	 nocturnal	 animals	 living	 in	 an	 endless	 twilight	 supplied	 by	 the	 natural
luminescence	of	glow	worms,	fireflies,	nightlight	mushrooms,	and	algae.

Looking	at	the	river	running	through	it,	Aislinn	realized	with	a	small	twinge



of	regret	that	her	Romantic	firstborn,	Cole,	was	missing	out	on	the	sublimity	of
nature	he	found	so	inspirational.	He	would	have	loved	to	have	seen	the	trailing
vines,	 fruit-bearing	 trees,	 and	 lush,	 verdant	 vegetation.	 It	was	 a	 transcendental
world	of	eternal	night.

“We	used	 to	produce	amber	when	the	world	was	younger,	and	humans	had
not	 come	 to	 inhabit	 so	 much	 of	 it,	 mainly	 along	 the	 coast	 of	 Kent,	 Essex,
Suffolk,	and	the	southern	North	Sea.	It	was	easier	then	to	obtain	fossilized	resin
from	the	ancient	forests.”	The	Minter	spread	his	long	white	hands.	“Now,	many
of	the	covens	are	forced	to	find	new	methods	to	ensure	the	quality	and	quantity
of	our	product.”

Caleb	 looked	 around	 at	 the	 beauty	 of	 the	 biodome,	 focusing	 on	 business.
“Minter,	you	called	us	here	because	there	was	a	break-in?”

The	 Minter	 glanced	 at	 them	 almost	 absently.	 “Attempted	 break-in.	 They
were	not	after	the	coins	nor	the	gold	nor	the	amber.	They	were	after	the	blood.”

Aislinn	almost	asked	him	what	he	was	talking	about	when	the	Minter	moved
into	 the	biodome	and,	 reaching	 into	a	muddy	pool	of	water	near	some	sinuous
ferns,	 drew	 out	 a	 shiny,	 black	 leech.	Her	 pale	 brows	 furrowed	 as	 he	 used	 his
thumbnail	 to	slice	 it	open	and	a	small	amount	of	blood	poured	out.	 Its	distinct
metallic	sharpness	was	easily	recognizable.

“Julius’s	blood?”
The	 Minter	 allowed	 the	 dead	 thing	 to	 drop	 back	 to	 the	 Earth.	 “Primus

Julius’s	blood,	yes.	We	use	leeches	to	obtain	the	blood	for	harvesting.	The	blood
of	a	vampire	stays	in	its	system	undigested,	but	it	does	not	sustain	an	organism’s
life.”

Caleb’s	 dark	 eyes	 flicked	 toward	 the	Minter	 suspiciously.	 “You	 think	 they
were	after	Primus	Julius’s	blood?”

“I	do	not	think.	I	know.	Within	the	blood	of	the	twelve	Originals,”	and	here
the	 Minter	 glanced	 slyly	 at	 Aislinn,	 making	 her	 inwardly	 shudder,	 “runs	 the
blood	of	the	Father.	Even	they	do	not	understand	the	gift	that	has	been	bestowed
on	them	by	our	Creator,	Kayne.”

Caleb	 didn’t	 like	 the	 sound	 of	 this,	 coming	 so	 soon	 after	 seeing	 Aislinn
perform	 a	 feat	 that	 no	 ordinary	 vampire	 could	 possibly	 have	 done.	Of	 course,



Aislinn	 was	 stronger	 than	 he	 often	 gave	 her	 credit	 for.	 But	 he	 looked	 at	 the
young	 woman	 he	 had	 raised	 almost	 single-handedly	 from	 her	 turning,	 and
continued	to	see	a	fragile,	fledgling	newborn,	as	delicate	and	pale	as	an	eggshell.
“Why?	And	who?”

The	Minter	turned	toward	Caleb	and	fastened	a	beady	eye	on	him.	“That	is
why	you	have	been	called,	to	find	out	exactly	why	and	who.”

“Right,	 I	 guess	 I	 should	 have	 known	 that,”	 Caleb	 muttered,	 realizing	 the
difficulty	 of	 the	 task	 he	 had	 been	 given	 by	Usain,	 though	more	 likely,	 it	 had
come	directly	from	Julius.

“Yes,	 I	 guess	 you	 should	 have,”	 said	 the	 Minter,	 his	 tone	 cold	 and
emotionless.	 “You	may	 be	 needing	 this.	 It	 contains	 security	 footage	 and	 data
from	 the	 last	 twenty-four	 hours.	 I’m	 afraid	 I	 cannot	 give	 you	 access	 to	 our
systems	from	the	outside.	For	that,	you	will	need	to	return	here.	I	expect	you	will
handle	this	with	the	utmost	discretion.”	It	was	an	order,	not	a	request.	From	the
folds	of	his	tunic,	he	removed	a	flash	drive	to	hand	to	Caleb.

It	may	have	seemed	strange	that	a	Nubes	had	the	audacity	to	speak	down	to	a
Malum,	but	in	these	circumstances	when	the	Minter	was	the	ruler	of	his	domain,
an	 absolute	 autocrat	 in	 charge	of	 the	 financial	 stability	of	 their	world	with	his
brothers,	it	was	the	Malum	who	acquiesced	to	the	wishes	of	a	Nubes.

The	Minter	smiled.	It	 transformed	his	youthful	face,	but	not	in	a	reassuring
way.	 There	 was	 something	 almost	 savage	 yet	 striking	 behind	 the	 stern
preceptor’s	 eyes,	 something	 spiteful	 and	 cold.	 “And	now,	 if	 you’ll	 excuse	me,
Prima	 Aislinn,	 I	 have	 a	 young	 apprentice	 I	 must	 deal	 with.	 I	 will	 instruct
Dominic	to	show	you	out.”

Returning	to	the	surface,	Caleb	took	in	huge,	unnecessary	lungfuls	of	fresh,	brisk
night	air.

“What	are	you	doing?”	Aislinn	asked,	shaking	her	head	in	amusement.
Caleb	faced	her,	his	voice	indignant.	“Doesn’t	 it	creep	you	out	being	down

there?	It’s	claustrophobic.	Stifling.	Like	being	buried	alive.”



“I	didn’t	know	you	were	such	a	delicate	wallflower	at	times,	old	man.”
“I’m	not.	‘Dust	to	dust’	and	all	that.	But	who	would	want	to	be	buried	after

they	die?	It’s	not	natural.	Give	me	a	Viking	funeral	any	day.”
Aislinn	 looked	 at	 the	giant,	 bearlike	Malum	and	 laughed.	 “Fine.	When	 the

time	comes,	I’ll	personally	light	your	pyre,	and	that’s	not	a	euphemism.	But	can
we	get	moving?	I	want	to	take	a	closer	look	at	 the	Tower.	Something	big	must
have	happened	for	the	humans	to	get	so	geed	up.”

“Oh,	you	mean	like	they	do	over	a	football	game?”	Caleb	asked	sarcastically,
earning	him	a	filthy	look.

“Zip	it,”	she	tossed	over	her	shoulder	as	she	quickly	strode	away.
They	headed	back	toward	the	Tower	of	London	which	was	still	lit	up	like	a

Christmas	 tree.	 It	 didn’t	 seem	 like	 the	 authorities	 had	 done	 much	 more	 than
bring	 in	 their	 crime	 scene	 investigators	 to	 take	 detailed	measurements,	 sketch,
and	photograph	the	scene.

It	was	like	a	frozen	tableau	for	the	observing	vampires.	The	way	the	humans
moved	was	in	slow	motion,	like	a	montage	of	still	shots.	At	times,	such	as	when
she	had	fed	well,	observing	humans	was	particularly	painful	and	tedious,	worse
than	watching	paint	dry.

Still,	 it	was	 necessary	 to	 find	 out	what	 they	were	 inspecting,	 and	 the	 only
way	to	do	that	was	to	observe	the	human	ant	farm	up	close.

The	reflection	of	 the	moon	shimmered	on	 the	surface	of	 the	Thames	 like	a
ghostly	 orb,	 a	 reminder	 that	 she	 had	 yet	 to	 choose	 her	 next	 Darkling	 in
fulfillment	of	Kayne’s	 sanction	and	 the	clock	was	 inevitably	winding	down.	 If
she	 refused,	 Kayne	 would	 show	 no	 leniency,	 regardless	 of	 her	 being	 his
daughter.

Pushing	that	thought	to	the	back	of	her	mind,	she	and	Caleb	reached	higher
ground,	 pausing	 on	 the	 battlements	 of	 Lanthorn	 Tower	 to	 observe	 the	 frail,
mortal	creatures.	It	was	easy	for	them	to	evade	the	Yeoman	Warders	and	police
who	were	busily	clustered	around	the	entrances	to	the	Tower,	keeping	the	media
circus	and	curious	spectators	at	bay.

“What	do	you	see?”	she	asked	Caleb,	pointing	 to	 the	 investigators	huddled
within	the	floodlit	nature	strip	between	Traitor’s	Gate	and	the	White	Tower.



“Breakfast.”
She	elbowed	him	in	the	ribs.	“Concentrate!”
“Fine.	Whatever.”	 Caleb	 crossed	 his	 beefy	 arms	 in	 front	 of	 his	 chest	 and

lapsed	into	observant	silence.
They	 stood	 like	 that	 for	 several	 minutes,	 unmoving	 as	 statues,	 while	 the

humans	 below	 continued	 to	 engage	 among	 themselves	 in	 finger	 pointing	 and
heated	discussions.

Squatting	 on	 the	 battlements,	 she	 listened	 in	 on	 their	 conversation.	 A	 tall,
lean	man	with	 a	 receding	hairline,	was	 saying,	 “Technically,	 they	haven’t	 left.
Surely,	it’s	just	a	matter	of—”

“Don’t	be	a	bloody	 idiot,	Harrison!”	 the	other	detective	 spat.	His	 skin	was
red	and	blotched,	the	bluish	veins	standing	out	prominently	under	the	surface,	so
the	whites	 of	 his	 deep-set	 eyes	 seemed	bloodshot	 by	 comparison,	 as	 if	 he	had
been	 at	 a	 pub	 drinking	 heavily	 or	 dragged	 out	 of	 bed	 to	 be	 here.	 “There’s	 a
mutilated	Yeoman	Warder	 lying	 in	a	pool	of	her	own	blood,	and	you	think	 it’s
just	a	simple	case—”

“I’m	not	saying	it’s	simple,”	Harrison	interrupted.	“I’m	just	saying	it	might
be	the	best	solution.	We	can	have	them	here	before	morning.”

The	 senior	 detective	 gave	 a	 harrumph,	 not	 bothering	 to	 either	 agree	 nor
disagree	as	he	was	approached	by	a	member	of	the	forensic	team	with	important
bagged	evidence.

“I’m	going	down	to	get	a	closer	look,”	Aislinn	murmured,	not	waiting	for	the
other	Malum	to	respond.

Caleb	 let	 out	 a	 violent	 expletive	 as	 she	 dropped	 to	 the	 ground	 and
disappeared	 swiftly	 among	 the	 police	 personnel,	 remaining	 invisible	 to	 the
human	eye	in	the	way	that	only	a	vampire	could.

He	had	little	choice	but	to	follow.
Despite	 his	 lionesque	 size,	 the	Malum’s	 landing	was	 surprisingly	 light	 and

agile.	 Caleb	 strode	 forward,	 barely	 giving	 the	 humans	 teeming	 around	 him	 a
glance.	If	they	noticed	him	at	all,	which	they	didn’t,	they	would	have	felt	a	mere
shiver	down	their	spine,	attributing	it	to	someone	walking	over	their	grave.

When	he	caught	up	to	her,	Aislinn	was	standing	beside	the	trunk	of	a	large



tree.	 She	was	 excessively	 pale,	 the	 blood	 drained	 from	 her	 face,	 leaving	 it	 as
white	as	her	hair.	There	was	a	preternatural	stillness	about	her.

Caleb	was	worried,	instantly	on	alert.
Aislinn	 looked	 like	 death	 warmed	 over,	 yet	 this	 didn’t	 detract	 from	 her

ethereal,	 dazzling	 beauty.	 Instead,	 it	was	 even	more	 alluring.	Which	was	why
they	were	 beginning	 to	 attract	 unwanted	 attention	 from	 the	 humans	who	were
starting	to	notice	them.

“What’s	the	matter	with	you,	angel	face?”	he	asked,	trying	to	get	a	reaction
out	 of	 her.	 A	 swift	 sidekick	 or	 right	 hook	 would	 have	 been	 welcome	 in	 a
situation	 like	 this.	 At	 the	 very	 least,	 he	would	 have	 breathed	 in	 relief	 despite
another	broken	rib.

But	when	Aislinn	failed	to	respond,	his	eyes	flashed	obsidian,	and	he	quickly
turned	 to	 face	 the	 curious	 gazes	 of	 those	 humans	 who	 stopped	 and	 stared,
muttering	low	under	his	breath,	reaching	out	with	his	hypnotic	gaze,	persuading
them	by	an	effort	of	sheer	will	to	ignore	what	they	were	seeing.

They	may	 not	 have	 intended	 to	 look	 away,	 but	 when	 a	 vampire	 tampered
with	 a	 human	mind,	 it	 was	 like	 an	 ocean	 breeze	 caressing	 the	 skin,	 tempting
them	 to	 succumb.	 It	worked	well	 enough	 on	weak	minds.	And	 for	 those	 rare,
strong-willed	humans	who	were	more	resistant	to	a	vampire’s	allure,	there	were
other	methods	of	persuasion.

Luckily,	 he	 did	 not	 have	 to	 resort	 to	 them	 tonight,	 or	 the	 Cleaner	 would
surely	have	made	them	pay	for	it.	But	it	was	taxing	on	a	vampire	to	exert	such
influence	over	mortals	who	were	given	free	will	by	God.	Such	coercion	came	at
a	price,	momentarily	weakening	the	Malum.

“Aislinn,	snap	out	of	it,”	Caleb	said	when	he	recovered	his	strength,	reaching
out	to	give	her	a	rough	shake.	“This	isn’t	like	you.	What’s	going	on?”

Aislinn’s	head	jerked	around,	and	she	finally	looked	Caleb	in	the	eye.	“Don’t
you	feel	it?”

“Feel	what?”	The	chill	wind	didn’t	affect	him	any	more	than	it	affected	her.
He	wondered	what	the	hell	she	was	talking	about	when	he	became	suddenly—
shockingly—aware	 of	 the	 disturbing	 pulses	 of	 violent,	 dark	 energy	 sparking
across	the	living	Earth.



Caleb	turned	toward	the	source	of	the	malevolent	emanations	and	froze.
Dark	magic.
“Now	you	understand,”	Aislinn	murmured,	staring	at	 the	scorched	circle	 in

the	Earth.	“It’s	them.	I	know	it’s	them.	They	were	here.”
Under	 the	 bright	 floodlights,	 surrounded	 by	 forensic	 biologists	 and

toxicologists	and	photographers,	lay	the	broken	body	of	the	Yeoman	Warder.	The
whites	of	her	eyes	stared	unseeingly	at	the	night	sky,	reflecting	the	brightness	of
the	 moon.	 The	 remaining	 blood	 from	 the	 wounds	 on	 her	 neck	 and	 wrists
seamlessly	 ran	along	 the	 red	 trim	of	her	blue	uniform	as	her	 throat	 and	wrists
had	been	slashed	wide	open	and	bled	dry.	But,	far	worse,	there	would	be	no	open
casket	 to	 display	her	 body	nor	 her	 once-pretty	 face	 since	 she	was	missing	her
nose.

Caleb’s	 eyes	 flicked	 in	 revulsion	 toward	 Aislinn	 before	 returning	 to	 the
carnage	in	front	of	them.	The	woman	lay	within	a	ring	of	blood.	Black	feathers
from	the	strata	of	dead	birds	surrounded	her.	Seven	dead	ravens.	The	Guardians
of	the	Tower.

“‘When	 down	 came	 a	 blackbird	 and	 pecked	 off	 her	 nose,’”	 Aislinn
whispered	with	a	deep	shudder,	recalling	Seth’s	words.

“She	must	 have	been	 the	Yeoman	Ravenmaster,”	 said	Caleb	 incredulously.
Slowly,	Aislinn	moved	her	head	in	a	nod	of	agreement.

Caleb	was	surprisingly	pale	as	he	noticed	the	chunks	of	raw	meat	and	blood-
covered	bird	biscuits	scattered	on	the	ground	being	methodically	bagged	by	the
forensic	team.	“The	Tower	ravens	only	respond	to	the	Ravenmaster.	The	woman
didn’t	stand	a	chance.	She	was	doomed.”

For	such	a	pragmatist	when	it	came	to	the	deaths	of	humans,	Caleb	seemed
unusually	shaken.	But	perhaps	that	was	because	they	both	understood	the	crisis
at	the	heart	of	the	Tower	and	the	true	gravity	of	the	situation.

This	abomination	was	not	of	the	mortal	realm,	but	it	signaled	disaster	for	all
of	them.

The	 superstitious	 humans	 believed	 that	 the	Tower	 of	 London,	 symbolizing
the	British	monarchy,	would	collapse	if	the	ravens	ever	left	its	grounds.	Because
of	the	legend,	each	of	the	Tower	ravens	had	at	least	one	clipped	wing,	making	it



impossible	for	the	birds	to	fly	any	great	distance.	And	to	ensure	their	safety,	the
Tower	appointed	a	Yeoman	Ravenmaster	to	tend	to	the	birds	from	dawn	to	dusk.
But	now,	both	she	and	the	Tower	ravens	were	butchered	and	not	simply	for	their
own	life	force	but	what	had	for	centuries	lain	beneath	the	Tower,	the	blood	of	an
ancient	vampire.

“They	must	be	planning	to	bring	more	ravens	in	as	a	solution	to	appease	the
public,”	Caleb	 speculated	 in	 a	 low	 voice,	watching	 the	 authorities	where	 they
conferred	with	a	group	of	ornithologists	from	the	British	Trust.	“It	makes	sense
since	I	suppose	technically,	these	ravens	never	left	the	Tower.”

A	 gust	 of	 air	 that	was	 drenched	with	 the	 scent	 of	 death	 assailed	Aislinn’s
nostrils.	 Shaking	 her	 head,	 she	 regarded	 the	midnight-blue	 heavens	with	 their
abundance	of	twinkling	stars	as	if	they	were	about	to	open	the	Pearly	Gates	and
reveal	the	secrets	of	the	universe	to	her.

The	 dark	 mages	 who	 killed	 her	 sister	 were	 here	 tonight	 in	 London.	 The
Druids	are	here!	They’ve	come!

At	that	thought,	Aislinn	spun	on	her	heels	and	determinedly	strode	off	in	the
direction	of	the	Nocturne,	ignoring	the	pulsing	dissonance	under	her	boots.	She
took	 the	walls	of	 the	Tower	 the	 same	way	she	always	did,	 easily	 scaling	 them
without	even	breaking	a	nail.	Then	she	stopped	as	she	 reached	 the	battlements
and	turned	to	glance	back.

Caleb	caught	her	wrist.
“Where	are	we	going?”	he	asked,	swinging	up	onto	the	ramparts	beside	her.
She	frowned	momentarily,	her	silver	brows	furrowing	as	if	she	had	forgotten

both	his	presence	on	 the	hunt	and	accompanying	him	 to	see	 the	Minter.	When
she	finally	focused	on	him,	her	eyes	were	liquid	black	and	dangerous.	And	her
answer	was	cryptic.	“To	see	a	psychic	about	pretty	red	circles.”
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t’ll	 be	 sunrise	 in	 a	 couple	 of	 hours,”	 Caleb	 cautioned	 as	 they	 flew
through	 the	 streets	of	London.	The	chill	wind	 slapped	at	 their	 exposed

skin,	 but	 it	 didn’t	 slow	 them	 down	 nor	 disturb	 them.	 The	 night	 held	 a
preternatural,	 misty	 luminosity,	 and	 it	 seemed	 they	 were	 being	 urged	 by	 the
silhouettes	of	dark	buildings	and	leafless	trees	to	hurry.

Aislinn	 frowned	 thoughtfully.	 “We’re	 close	 to	 the	 Nocturne.	 I’ll	 bring
Psychic	Seth	there.”

“Psychic	Seth?”	Caleb	queried,	flicking	a	glance	over	at	her.	She	had	eased
into	 a	 lope,	 effortlessly	 keeping	 abreast	 of	 him.	 Pace	 for	 pace.	 Her	 graceful
strides	did	not	even	produce	a	puff	of	breath	from	between	her	ruby	lips.	“That’s
twice	you’ve	mentioned	a	psychic,	Aislinn.	What	aren’t	you	telling	me?”

“Do	 you	 remember	 the	 Nubes	 Dorian	 brought	 into	 the	 club?”	 she	 asked,
waiting	for	him	to	catch	on.

It	clicked	in	less	than	a	second.	“Oh	no.	No	way.	He’s	mad	as	a	hatter,	isn’t
he?	Vlad’s	teeth,	your	son	has	a	lot	to	answer	for!”

“Well,	 technically,	 it	 was	 Harry,”	 Aislinn	 stated.	 He	 shot	 her	 a	 look	 that
would	have	made	 the	Pope	combust.	 “Fine.	You’re	 right.	Harry.	Dorian.	Same
thing.”

Scaling	another	 red-brick	building,	Caleb	yelled	out	as	he	 leaped	across	 its
rooftop,	“And	where	is	this	psychic	Nubes	now?”

She	dashed	ahead	of	him,	putting	distance	between	them	since	she	knew	he
wasn’t	going	to	like	the	answer.	“In	the	sewers.”



They	continued	to	move	swiftly	through	London	as	if	it	were	a	vast	obstacle
course,	overcoming	everything	in	their	path	by	using	their	superior	physical	and
mental	strength	to	run	through	the	streets,	climb	up	the	sides	of	buildings,	jump
from	rooftop	to	rooftop,	and	vault	over	parked	and	moving	vehicles.	Because	of
their	 superhuman	 agility	 and	 the	 knowledge	 that	 they	 couldn’t	 die	 from	 a	 fall
from	even	the	most	extreme	heights,	they	were	able	to	take	extraordinary	risks.

But	 their	 nocturnal	 race	 didn’t	 stop	Caleb	 from	 continuing	 their	 argument.
The	 rugged	Malum’s	 jaw	 tightened,	 the	 veins	 bulging	 in	 his	 neck.	 “What	 the
fuck?	You	are	not	bringing	a	vagrant	vampire	into	my	establishment,	kid.”

Aislinn	 looked	 briefly	 disconcerted	 by	 Caleb’s	 pronouncement,	 but	 she
rallied	 immediately	 as	 she	 landed	 on	 the	 ground	 and	 continued	 running	 with
catlike	reflexes.	“It’s	our	establishment,	old	man.	But	fine.	If	you	feel	that	way
about	it,	I	won’t	bring	him	into	your	half	of	the	establishment.	I’ll	bring	him	into
my	half	of	the	establishment.”

And	with	that,	she	sprinted	ahead,	leaving	Caleb	to	eat	her	dust.

Aislinn	had	to	admit	that	Caleb	may	have	been	right	when	she	entered	Seth’s	lair
and	 realized	 the	 state	 he	 was	 in.	 She	 could	 hardly	 bring	 him	 into	 the	 club
covered	 in	 feline	 gut	 eau	 de	 parfum	 and	 filthy,	 unwashed	 clothes.	 It	 was	 bad
enough	that	he	was	batshit	crazy,	but	 they’d	lose	 their	permits	 if	 it	was	known
they	 hadn’t	 been	 following	 safety	 standards	 and	 protocols.	 Not	 that	 rats’
droppings	or	 cats’	 entrails	 could	possibly	kill	 a	 vampire.	 It	 couldn’t	 even	give
them	an	infectious	disease.	But	 it	was	still	considered	a	contaminant,	and	even
Nikolaus	 wouldn’t	 be	 able	 to	 protect	 her	 by	 looking	 the	 other	 way.	 Besides,
Caleb	would	kill	her.	He	was	such	a	stickler	for	rules.

But	nothing	could	have	prepared	her	for	the	change	in	Seth.
When	she	arrived	at	the	narrow	space	behind	the	thick	iron	grille,	she	called

out	 Seth’s	 name	 to	 warn	 him	 of	 her	 approach.	 She	 didn’t	 want	 to	 scare	 him.
There	was	no	telling	what	a	skittish,	certifiably	insane	vampire	might	do.

There	 was	 no	 response.	 She	 swallowed	 back	 her	 uneasiness,	 her	 hand



dropping	automatically	to	the	hilt	of	her	skean.
“Oh	my	Vlad—”	Aislinn	took	a	few	steps	inside	his	lair.
Seth	had	redecorated.	It	was	like	a	psychopath’s	idea	of	a	bachelor	pad.
“Seth?”
She	found	him	lounging	in	the	corner	on	what	appeared	to	be	a	stained	and

moth-eaten	 discarded	Persian	 rug,	 on	 a	motley	 pile	 of	 cushions	 that	 looked	 to
have	come	out	of	a	charity	clothing	bin.	He	was	reading	a	copy	of	Thucydides’s
History	 of	 the	Peloponnesian	War,	 though	 the	 book	was	 upside	 down.	Beside
him,	 propped	 up	 on	 another	 pile	 of	 cushions,	 was	 his	 feline-skull	 talisman,
wearing	a	plastic	jeweled	tiara.

This	is	jacked	up,	Aislinn	 thought.	She	didn’t	know	why	 this	seemed	more
disturbing	 than	on	her	previous	visit	when	everything	was	 completely	 chaotic,
but	it	did.

Piles	of	books	and	magazines	had	been	arranged	into	irrational	order	next	to
the	 cracked	 tea	 service	 and	 haphazard	 stacks	 of	mugs	 and	 cups.	 There	was	 a
broken	 gramophone,	 though	 Seth	 was	 simultaneously	 tapping	 his	 foot	 and
bobbing	his	head	in	time	to	some	soundless	music.	He	had	repurposed	the	glass
bottles	to	hold	an	assortment	of	candles	throughout	the	space.	And	the	old	toys
and	 stuffed	 animals,	 the	 baby’s	 pram	 filled	 with	 the	 collection	 of	 lost
smartphones,	 surrounded	 a	 shrine	 of	 bones	 built	 around	 an	 obsolete,	 defunct
Apple	Macintosh	computer.

Oh	great.	Glad	to	see	he’s	religious,	worshipping	at	the	altar	of	technology.
Across	 the	 concrete	 walls,	 scrawled	 in	 dried	 animal	 blood,	 were	 childish

drawings,	 intricate	 symbols,	 runes,	 mathematical	 and	 scientific	 calculations,	 a
mashup	of	every	cray-cray	idea	in	Seth’s	unstable	mind.	Staring	at	it	gave	her	a
headache.	It	was	difficult	to	make	sense	of	his	confused	stream	of	consciousness.

“Did	you	bring	anything	to	eat	with	you	this	time?”	Seth	asked	as	he	turned	a
page.	Aislinn’s	mouth	opened	and	closed.	She	couldn’t	think	of	anything	to	say.
“No?	Doesn’t	matter.	I	fed	yesterday.”

“You	did?”	Aislinn	asked,	thoroughly	confused.	His	hair	was	freshly	matted
with	 dried	 blood	 and	 fur	 and	 animal	 entrails,	 yet	 he	 seemed	more	 lucid	 than
previously.



He	 shrugged	 and	 placed	 a	 bookmark	 to	 keep	 his	 place	 before	 closing	 the
book,	which	he	dropped	onto	 a	pile	next	 to	 the	 cushions	 at	 his	 feet.	 “Did	you
know	 these	 tunnels	 take	 you	 to	 almost	 any	 part	 of	 London?	 Even	 to	 the
hospitals?	I	didn’t.	Well,	now	I	do.	There’s	a	goldmine	there.”

Aislinn’s	eyes	flashed	in	concern.	There’d	be	hell	to	pay	if	he	was	poaching
supplies.	“What	are	you	saying,	Seth?”

“See	for	yourself,”	he	said,	holding	out	an	empty	blood	bag.
She	took	it	from	him	and	read	the	label.	And	gave	a	sigh	of	relief.
It	 was	 anatomical	 refuse.	 The	 stuff	 hospitals	 discarded.	 Human	 organs,

including	blood	bags,	which	were	meant	to	be	incinerated.	He	must	have	saved	it
from	 the	 waste.	 It	 was	 a	 dangerous	 job	 to	 be	 too	 near	 an	 incinerator,	 but
desperation	drove	vampires	to	do	daring	things.

Poor	Seth.	He	was	like	a	disobedient	pet	eating	out	of	the	household	garbage
when	the	owners	were	away.

Clever	Seth.	He	was	certainly	resilient.
Still,	 his	 moments	 of	 lucidity	 wouldn’t	 last.	 He	 was	 like	 a	 human	 with

dementia.	 Even	 with	 the	 blood	 of	 humans,	 his	 mind	 would	 flit	 in	 and	 out	 of
reality.	And	over	 time,	 the	periods	of	 unreality	would	be	protracted	 and	occur
more	often.

But	he	was	rational	now.
“Seth,	I	need	to	know	what	you	know.”	She	could	hear	the	underlying	plea	in

her	 voice.	 “I	 need	 to	 know	 about	 the	Druids	who	 killed	my	 sister.	Where	 are
they?	Are	they	here	in	London?	Where	can	I	find	them?”

He	hesitated.	“There	is	no	need	to	find	them.	They	will	find	you.”
Something	about	his	answer	was	wrong.
“How?	When?”	Aislinn	knew	she	sounded	angry	and	bitter.
This	time,	Seth	rolled	his	dark	eyes	in	frustration.	“When	they	are	ready.”
He	moved	toward	the	walls,	facing	them.	And	Aislinn	moved	to	stand	beside

him.
She	watched	as	he	reached	out	a	finger	and	 traced	 the	bloody	line	of	a	red

circle.	 But	 the	 image	 skittered	 away	 from	 her.	 Try	 as	 she	might,	 she	 couldn’t
focus	on	Seth’s	mad	scribblings	on	the	walls	of	his	lair	for	more	than	a	moment



or	two	at	a	 time.	It	was	like	listening	to	snatches	of	conversation	that	made	no
sense	when	taken	out	of	context.

Something	 about	 the	 image	 caused	 an	 overwhelming	 sensation	 of	 vertigo,
comparable	to	looking	over	the	side	of	a	deep	chasm	where	the	ground	dropped
away	at	a	sharp	angle,	swirling	into	the	never-ending	whiteness	of	an	infinite	sky
or	sea.

“You’re	 not	 safe.	Don’t	 go.”	His	 coldly	 pale	 hand	 flashed	 out	 suddenly	 to
grab	hold	of	her	arm,	fingers	slender	but	immensely	strong.	“Don’t	go.”

Seth	didn’t	hurt	her.	Though,	if	she	had	been	a	living	person,	it	would	have
been	 unavoidable.	 He	would	 easily	 have	 shattered	 bone,	 possibly	 severing	 an
artery.

Aislinn	grimaced.	She	had	never	liked	being	touched.	She	could	tolerate	the
occasional	 hug	 or	 fist	 to	 the	 face	 in	 training,	 but	 she	 avoided	 being	 held	 in
intimacy	or	in	violence.

She	 suffered	 Seth’s	 touch	 on	 her	 arm,	 knowing	 he	 meant	 no	 real	 harm.
“Don’t	go	where?”

“Into	 the	 Aether.”	 He	 was	 trembling.	 She	 could	 see	 the	 panic	 in	 his	 dark
eyes.	He	was	serious.	He	meant	it.	This	wasn’t	some	flight	of	the	imagination.

Aislinn	 felt	cold,	 though	she	had	nothing	 to	compare	 it	against.	She	hadn’t
felt	cold	in	hundreds	of	years.	She	held	on	to	the	skean	with	her	sister’s	bright
hair	woven	into	the	hilt	for	reassurance	and	stared	at	Seth.	She	was	surprised	at
how	thoroughly	he	saw	through	her.

“What	are	you	talking	about?”	Aislinn	asked.	He	was	scaring	her	now.
Seth	groaned	and	let	her	go,	as	if	realizing	he	was	holding	her	too	tightly.	His

actions	 seemed	 exaggerated,	 like	 he	 couldn’t	 control	 himself,	 stumbling
backward,	shaking	slightly.	“I	don’t	know.	I’m	sick.”	He	 looked	up	with	clear,
puppy-dog	eyes.	“I’m…	not	feeling	very	well.	Not	well.	I’m	not	well.”

She	looked	at	him	with	pity.	“I	know.	I’m	here	to	help	you.	Let	me	take	you
back	with	me.”

“Leave	me	alone.”	He	backed	away	farther,	holding	his	hands	up	to	his	head,
massaging	his	temples	as	if	he	was	in	pain.	“You	can’t	help	me.	I’m	not	well.	It’s
time	for	you	to	go.”



“Seth,	let	me	help	you.”	He	looked	so	young	to	her	as	he	turned	away	to	pick
up	his	talisman.	Ignoring	her,	he	began	to	stroke	the	feline	skull,	muttering	low
and	ardently.

He	was	losing	it.
“‘Three	blind	mice,	 three	blind	mice,	 see	how	 they	 run—’”	He	 dropped	 to

the	floor,	sitting	cross-legged	on	the	rug,	no	longer	aware	of	Aislinn’s	presence.
He	 had	 already	 forgotten	 her.	 Rocking	 back	 and	 forth,	 he	 sang	 his	 discordant
tune	to	the	object	cradled	lovingly	in	his	hands.	“‘—who	cut	off	their	tails	with	a
carving	knife.’”

He	was	gone.	And	she	couldn’t	bring	him	back.

“You	 look	 like	 you	 need	 a	 drink,”	 Caleb	 said	 as	Aislinn	 stormed	 through	 the
door,	 her	 leather	 coat	 flying	 out	 behind	 her.	 Even	 before	 she	 entered	 the
Nocturne,	he	could	smell	that	she	was	alone.	He	decided	to	remain	silent	on	the
matter.

“There’s	not	enough	blood	in	 the	Red	Sea	to	make	me	feel	better,”	Aislinn
said,	dropping	down	onto	a	barstool.	“But	I’ll	give	it	a	go.”

“That’s	the	spirit,”	Caleb	said	as	he	poured	two	glasses	of	the	good	stuff	and
handed	one	to	her.	She	noticed	there	was	an	extra	glass	on	the	counter	and	raised
an	 eyebrow.	Caleb	 gave	 a	wry	 smile.	 “What	 did	 you	 expect?	 I’m	used	 to	 you
bringing	home	strays.”

She	shook	her	head,	raising	her	glass	in	mock	salute	before	tossing	the	whole
thing	back	in	one	gulp.

“Go	easy	on	it,	will	you?”	the	big	Malum	protested,	watching	as	she	refilled
her	 glass.	 “This	 stuff’s	 not	 cheap.	 And	 Nikolaus	 isn’t	 going	 to	 give	 me	 a
discount	even	if	I	offered	to	sleep	with	him.”

“Not	his	type?”	she	teased.
“No,	sadly,	I’m	AB	negative,	and	he	prefers	smart-mouthed	blondes.”	Caleb

looked	over	at	Aislinn	as	she	made	a	face.	He	laughed,	taking	an	appreciative	sip
of	the	robust	red	liquid.	“So,	you	gonna	tell	me	what	this	is	all	about?	Psychics,



red	circles,	dead	Ravenmasters,	and	Julius’s	blood?	 I	have	a	 feeling	you	know
more	about	what’s	going	on	than	I	do.”

She	 stared	 down	 at	 the	 bright	 strands	 of	 auburn	 hair	 fashioned	 into	 a	 thin
bracelet	for	a	few	seconds	to	gather	her	thoughts	and	her	courage.

Caleb	remained	silent.
That	was	one	of	 the	 things	she	 liked	about	him,	 the	capacity	 to	 just	 let	her

work	through	things	first	on	her	own	with	just	a	gentle	nudge	here	or	there.	Well,
okay,	more	like	an	ass	whooping	every	now	and	again,	but	it	seemed	to	work.

Besides,	Caleb	was	the	one	vampire	she	trusted	not	to	spread	gossip	around
the	 coven	 or	 reveal	 her	 business	 to	 anyone.	 Must	 have	 been	 his	 hard-core
military	training,	but	he	was	as	silent	as	the	grave.	If	she	told	him	her	woes,	he’d
be	as	impregnable	as	the	Minter’s	vault.	No,	even	better.

He	leaned	across	the	counter.	“Tell	me.”
There	 was	 something	 so	 solid	 and	 steadfast	 about	 him,	 something	 so

reassuring	 in	 the	 thought	 of	 unburdening	 herself	 on	 his	 broad	 shoulders,
knowing	he	could	take	it,	that	she	finally	yielded.

She	 sighed,	 looking	 at	 him	 from	 wary,	 cornflower-blue	 eyes.	 “It’s	 a	 long
story.”

“Well,	 princess,	 I’ve	got	 an	 eternity	 to	kill.”	He	winked	 at	 her,	 topping	up
their	 glasses.	 “Besides,	 sun’s	 up.	 Looks	 like	 we’re	 not	 going	 anywhere	 for	 a
while.	Let’s	see	if	we	can	polish	off	this	bottle.”
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he	raced	Caleb	back	to	the	manor	house,	her	Norton	Commando	against	his
Triumph	 Rocket	 III,	 neck	 to	 neck.	 The	 buildings,	 street	 signs,	 and	 trees

were	a	blur	on	either	side	as	the	road	narrowed	into	thin	vectors	pointing	them
toward	the	fringe	of	southeast	London.	The	bike	responded	to	the	lightest	touch,
and	Aislinn	surged	forward	again	on	 its	great	black	back,	continuing	down	the
twisting	streets,	weaving	in	and	out	of	cars	in	her	path.	As	they	rounded	the	last
bend,	 she	 urged	 the	 monster	 machine	 homeward,	 the	 Sanguis	 on	 duty	 in	 the
surveillance	hub	only	given	seconds	 to	open	 the	great	 iron	gates	as	she	zipped
through	the	slimmest	opening.

She	 skidded	 to	 a	 stop,	 beating	 Caleb	 by	 mere	 milliseconds	 as	 he	 had	 to
swerve	to	avoid	some	young	bloods	blocking	the	driveway	as	they	left	the	manor
to	 commence	 their	 nightly	 hunt.	 Though	 no	 doubt,	 they	 would	 end	 up	 at	 the
Nocturne	since	the	weather	had	suddenly	turned	icy.

“You’re	slowing	down,	old	man,”	Aislinn	mocked,	removing	her	helmet.	Her
platinum-blonde	hair	spilled	down	her	back	as	she	shook	it	loose.

Caleb	 grunted,	 giving	 her	 the	 evil	 eye	 just	 as	 clapping	 could	 be	 heard,
resounding	through	the	underground	garage.

“Congratulations,	a	race	to	the	finish	line.”
Looking	up,	they	spotted	Benjamin.	He	languidly	detached	himself	from	the

shadows	where	he	was	leaning	against	a	column,	watching	them	as	they	arrived.
It	never	failed	to	strike	her	that	Benjamin	held	a	fascinating	beauty,	the	power	of
a	 viper	 and	 the	 face	 of	 an	 angel.	 His	 changeable	 eye	 color	 was	 a	 melting



chocolate	brown	tonight	but	held	a	rapier-sharp	look	about	them.	It	was	obvious
he	was	here	to	meet	up	with	Caleb.

“Ready	to	go	to	work?”	he	asked.
Caleb	 threw	Aislinn	 a	 reassuring	 look	 that	 he	 had	 her	 back	 as	 he	 alighted

from	his	monster	bike.	Her	secrets	were	safe	with	him,	but	the	knowledge	she’d
imparted	would	go	a	long	way	in	figuring	out	how	dark	magic	was	used	by	the
Druids	trying	to	infiltrate	the	Minter’s	vault.

Smiling	 inwardly,	 she	 thought	 about	how	much	Benjamin	would	 enjoy	 the
pursuit.	But	she	wasn’t	ready	to	involve	him	quite	yet.	If	ever.

It	would	be	so	totally	up	his	alley,	something	he	could	write	in	his	grimoire.
And	his	knowledge	could	help	her,	she	ruefully	admitted,	since	he	truly	believed
advanced	 technology	 was	 indistinguishable	 from	 magic,	 that	 science	 was
interdependent	 upon	 the	 teachings	 of	 astrology	 and	 alchemy,	 and	 a	 bunch	 of
other	gobbledygook.

But	 she	was	 used	 to	 keeping	 secrets,	 only	 sharing	 them	with	Caleb.	 Even
after	a	millennium,	she	had	made	very	few	alliances	with	those	in	her	coven.

She	liked	Benjamin.	There	was	a	modern-day	philosopher	hidden	in	him	that
others	failed	to	appreciate.

He’d	 clarified	 his	 perspective	 for	 her	 once,	 long	 ago,	 when	 first	 trying	 to
convince	 her	 to	 join	 his	 revolutionary	 cause.	 Science	 was	 merely	 the	 magic
humans	had	created	to	explain	their	world.	Magic	was	the	science	that	immortals
used	to	explain	theirs.

Maybe	one	day,	she	would	 trust	him	enough	 to	assist	her	 in	her	quest.	But
now	was	not	that	day.

“Let’s	go,”	Caleb	said,	tossing	the	Minter’s	flash	drive	to	the	younger	Malum
who	caught	it	deftly	in	the	palm	of	his	hand,	despite	the	distance.

“Keep	me	informed	of	what	you	find,”	Aislinn	quietly	instructed.
This	earned	her	a	mocking	bow.	“Of	course,	Prima	Aislinn.	As	you	wish.”
She	raised	an	imperious	eyebrow,	her	tone	patronizing.	“Have	fun,	boys.”



Caleb	and	Benjamin	moved	through	the	building	to	a	restricted	area	just	below
the	 surveillance	 hub.	 It	 was	 central	 to	 a	 series	 of	 interconnected	 rooms,
resembling	something	like	a	spider’s	web.	The	air	in	this	area	was	dramatically
cooler	as	it	housed	the	computer	equipment—not	that	anyone	felt	the	change	in
temperature—and	hummed	with	the	noise	of	busy	electronics,	a	noise	not	unlike
the	 swarming	 of	 bees.	 Every	 wall	 was	 filled	 with	 racking	 shelves	 containing
snaking	 lengths	 of	 cables	 and	 colored	 lights	 and	 circuitry.	 The	 space	 was
teeming	with	Nubes	and	Sanguis	vampires,	pressing	buttons,	flicking	switches,
tracking	information,	deeply	occupied	at	their	various	workstations.

If	Benjamin	had	to	be	at	the	manor	house,	this	was	where	he	could	be	found.
He	 hated	 Julius,	 but	 he	 liked	 having	 his	 own	 power	 in	 the	 London	 coven.	 A
power	Julius	failed	to	appreciate,	but	Benjamin	knew	it	would	one	day	topple	the
tyrant.

Striding	into	the	circular	glass-enclosed	room	in	the	middle,	Benjamin	closed
the	 door	 and,	 flicking	 a	 switch,	 created	 a	 privacy	 screen	 circumference	 as	 the
floor-to-ceiling	partitions	changed	from	clear	to	frosted.

“Tell	me	 the	 truth.	Can	we	 get	 remote	 access	 to	 the	Minter’s	 operations?”
Caleb	draped	his	 leather	 jacket	 on	 the	back	of	 a	 chair	 as	 he	placed	himself	 in
front	of	a	matrix	of	enormous	plexiglass	screens.

Benjamin	 shook	his	 head,	 knowing	Caleb	wasn’t	 going	 to	 like	 the	 answer.
“No.	It’s	off-grid.	No	signals	in.	No	signals	out.”

“Are	 you	 fucking	 kidding	me?”	Caleb	 asked,	 shocked	 since	 he’d	 assumed
that	Benjamin	at	least	had	remote	access.

Admittedly,	 he	 hadn’t	 had	 many	 dealings	 with	 the	 Minter	 since	 the
Renaissance,	 but	 it	 was	 the	 twenty-first	 century,	 after	 all.	 What	 immortal
institution	chose	to	remain	off-grid?	It	was	totally	archaic.	He	was	amazed	they
weren’t	extinct,	like	the	dinosaurs.

It	wasn’t	 like	he	himself	hadn’t	dropped	off	 the	grid	during	his	 time	 in	 the
JSOC	ghost	unit	after	serving	in	Afghanistan	and	Iraq,	but	that	was	different.	He
wasn’t	 buried	 underground,	minting	 coins	 for	 Julius,	 and	 it	 was	 what	 he	 was
trained	to	do,	and	not	because	he	hadn’t	evolved	like	some	of	his	species.

“No.	 I’m	 perfectly	 serious.	 They’re	 like	 the	 Old-Order	 Amish.”	 Benjamin



placed	the	flash	drive	into	the	USB	port.	“No	phone,	television,	radio,	internet.”
“That’s	crazy,”	Caleb	protested,	gesturing	around	the	room.
“Is	 it?”	 Benjamin	 focused	 penetrating	 dark	 eyes	 on	 the	 other	 vampire.	 “I

admit	I	was	skeptical	at	first,	since	I’m	a	child	of	an	industrial	revolution.	And
science	 and	 technology	 are,	 in	 my	 opinion,	 important	 and	 necessary	 tools	 of
progress.	But	being	off-grid	is	what	has	kept	the	Minter’s	facility	secure	for	so
long.	It’s	not	like	they	eschew	technology	but	rather	choose	not	to	embrace	it,	as
you	can	see	from	their	on-site	security.”	Benjamin	gave	a	self-deprecating	laugh
since	he	was	the	one	who	had	designed	and	installed	their	system.	“Fact	is,	the
Minter’s	 right.	The	 facility	 is	as	 impenetrable	as	 the	Pearly	Gates	of	Etherean.
Besides,	 you’d	 know	 better	 than	most	 how	 a	 government	 can	 be	 taken	 down
through	infiltration	and	control	of	information.”

The	older	Malum	gave	a	noncommittal	grunt.
Benjamin	laughed	when	he	saw	Caleb’s	long,	dejected	face.	“Look,	we	may

not	be	able	to	access	the	Minter’s	operations	but,”	he	paused	to	let	the	idea	sink
in	as	 spectral	 images	 spread	across	 the	matrix	of	 screens	 from	 the	 files	on	 the
flash	drive,	“we	can	hack	the	humans	and	see	what	information	and	images	they
gathered.	SOCA,	NCA,	the	Met	Police,	whatever	system	you	want.”

“Any	system?”	Caleb	asked,	straightening	instantly	in	his	chair.
“Anything	that’s	connected	to	the	net	or	can	get	a	signal.”
Ignoring	 the	pressing	necessity	of	examining	the	data	given	to	 them	by	the

Minter	and	for	once	breaking	protocol,	Caleb	instructed,	“Then,	before	we	start,
I	want	you	to	pull	up	the	live	feed	of	the	Nocturne.	I’d	like	to	check	on	how	the
night’s	going.”

“You	want	me	to	breach	my	own	firewalls	to	spy	on	your	employees?”	The
younger	Malum	gave	him	a	grimly	repressive	look.

Caleb	massaged	his	temples.	“Aislinn	left	Lark	in	charge.”
“Lark’s	in	charge?	Oh	Vlad!”	Benjamin	smiled	his	deliberate,	cold	smile,	the

one	that	showed	his	teeth.	“Enough	said.”



Primus	Julius	looked	down	at	his	subordinate	coldly.	“Go.	Bring	my	sister	to	me.
She	 has	 displeased	me	 greatly.	 I	 am	 vexed.	 Provoked	 beyond	 reason.	 She	 has
made	me	lose	my	appetite.”

“Your	will	be	done,	my	lord.”	Marcellus	turned	on	his	heel,	but	the	floor	was
slick	with	blood,	so	much	blood	that	as	he	marched	from	the	Inner	Sanctum,	his
boots	 slid	 on	 it,	 connecting	 with	 human	 remains.	 The	 body	 twitched	 and
shuddered.

Two	 more	 girls—no	 more	 than	 twelve	 or	 thirteen—lay	 like	 broken	 chess
pieces	 by	 the	 door	 in	 some	 demented	 game	where	 only	 Julius	 understood	 the
rules.	Another,	wearing	a	white	hospital	gown,	was	resting	in	a	pool	of	her	own
blood,	propped	against	the	wall.	Her	breathing	was	shallow,	but	she	still	lived.

It’s	Aislinn’s	fault.	She’s	to	blame.
Julius	smiled	a	humorless	smile.	He	had	lived	almost	two	millennia,	but	that

meant	nothing.	Less	than	nothing.	They	were	his	children.	He	had	brought	them
into	the	world,	given	them	life	everlasting.	They	were	reborn	as	gods.	He	held
the	 power	 of	 death	 over	 them	 all—mortals	 and	 immortals	 both.	 But	 it	 meant
nothing.

For	they	knew	as	he	knew	that	it	was	not	his	power.	It	was	given	to	him.	As
it	was	given	to	her.	But	she	did	nothing	to	deserve	it.

It	isn’t	fair.
Kayne	could	have	his	child,	could	choose	this	girl	who	was	so	unworthy	of

his	gift,	yet	she	was	his	adored	offspring.	But	Julius’s	own	son	had	died	before
he’d	 returned	 home	 from	 the	wars	with	 the	 precious	 legacy	 of	 immortality	 to
offer.	Two	years	already	 in	 the	grave	while	he	 fought	 the	barbarians	 in	Briton.
More	years	away	from	his	home	where	he	left	his	family.	There,	on	the	outskirts
of	Rome.

He	remembered	the	olive	groves,	the	slopes	and	hilly	mounds,	and	the	wild,
prancing	ponies	teasing	his	son	from	the	flaxen-colored	fields.

No	heir	to	follow	him.	No	successor.
And	his	wife,	Lucilla,	had	 taken	her	own	life	 rather	 than	accept	 the	gift	he

could	 offer	 her.	 She’d	 thought	 him	 a	 monster	 and	 had	 begged	 the	 gods	 for
salvation.



I	am	a	god!	She	should	have	been	praying	to	me!	A	huge	fist	thumped	down
in	sudden	rage	against	 the	arm	of	his	chair	at	 the	disturbed	memory.	 It	echoed
around	the	chamber.

Someone	whimpered,	swallowing	fearful	breaths.
Julius	straightened,	easing	himself	from	the	gilt-covered	throne.	Flicking	the

tails	of	his	surcoat	back,	he	stepped	down	from	the	dais.
“Silence,”	he	commanded,	his	voice	reverberating	in	the	empty	chamber.
The	preteen,	mortal	female	at	his	feet	clung	to	 life.	Her	breathing	was	low,

shallow	puffs	of	air	that	were	almost	soundless	but	far	too	loud	in	the	immensity
of	the	hollow	chamber—far	too	human.

His	boot	came	crushing	down	on	her	once-pretty	face	as	he	stamped	the	life
out	of	her,	 silencing	her	mortal	breath.	He	felt	 the	skull	crack	open,	crunching
under	 the	 power	 of	 his	 heel	 as	 easily	 as	 a	 human	 would	 stomp	 on	 a	 filthy
cockroach.

I	give	life.	I	give	death.	This	is	my	gift.	Julius	smiled	from	thin,	pale	lips.
They	were	his	children,	his	progeny,	this	coven.	He	nourished	them	with	the

blood	of	 the	many.	But	he	 could	 feel	 them,	 feel	 them	all,	 the	ones	he	had	 fed
upon,	 the	 ones	who	made	 him	 stronger.	 They	 pulsed	 in	 his	 veins	 through	 the
long	days.

And	now—
Julius	 had	 watched	 the	 arc	 of	 the	 moon	 in	 tumultuous	 delight.	 Its	 fateful

ascent.	His	sister	was	running	out	of	time.	He	would	have	his	victory	over	her.
A	 blood	 rage	 savaged	 him,	 thrumming	 in	 his	 blood,	 and	 he	 laughed,

throwing	his	arms	wide.	He	exulted	in	it.	The	rage	that	came	from	the	Father.	It
made	him	powerful.	It	made	him	immortal,	a	god	among	gods.

He	 advanced	on	 the	 other	 frail,	mortal	 teenager	 and	 looked	 lovingly	 down
upon	her.	Pale	yellow,	wheat-colored	hair,	 the	shade	of	 the	soil	as	his	 servants
tended	 the	 fields	 of	 his	 villa—she	 had	 a	 prettiness,	 this	 one.	 He	 dipped	 his
fingers	 into	 the	 jagged	 holes	 at	 her	 neck,	 licking	 them	 clean,	 one	 by	 one,
savoring	her	 blood.	She	 tasted	 good	 too.	Like	 a	 connoisseur	 of	 fine	wines,	 he
approved.

“Child,”	 Julius	 said,	 reaching	down	 to	 raise	her	by	 the	 throat.	She	dangled



like	a	ragdoll	from	his	strong	grip,	feet	raised	high	above	the	marble	floor	so	he
could	look	her	in	the	eye	when	he	bestowed	his	benevolence	upon	her.	“You	see
that	we	are	as	gods.	Beautiful.	Powerful.	Immortal.”

He	 stroked	 her	 cheek	 with	 the	 back	 of	 his	 white	 knuckles	 as	 she	 sobbed
inaudibly.

“I	shall	spare	you	from	the	Angel	of	Death’s	cruel	curse.	You	shall	not	grow
old.	You	shall	remain	in	the	flower	of	youth—”

He	leaned	in	toward	her	and	watched	as	her	pupils	dilated	in	terror.	He	could
feel	 her	 heart	 pounding	 loudly	 in	 her	 chest,	 a	 moth	 fluttering	 wildly	 as	 if
desperate	to	reach	the	light	beyond	the	glass	of	a	streetlamp.

A	sharp	rap	at	the	doors	and	they	swung	open	as	Marcellus	returned.	Julius
hissed	at	the	interruption,	like	a	cobra	about	to	strike.

The	 younger	 vampire	 paused	 awkwardly	 on	 the	 threshold,	 tension	 in	 the
rigidity	of	his	stance.	“My	lord,	forgive	me	for	interrupting	your	feasting.”

In	a	sweeping	glance	that	spoke	of	untold	punishments	to	come,	Julius’s	dark
eyes	narrowed	to	slits.	“Where	is	Prima	Aislinn?	Where	is	my	sister?”	His	words
were	 thunderous,	 spilling	 out	 like	 hammer	 blows	 to	 assault	 the	 ears	 of	mortal
and	vampire	alike.

Marcellus	dropped	 to	his	knees,	uncaring	 that	blood	 saturated	his	 clothing.
“Prima	Aislinn	does	not	appear	to	be	within	the	grounds	of	the	coven.	Neither	is
her	firstborn.	It	is	believed	she	has	gone	to	fulfil	Kayne’s	commandment.”

“I	 see.”	 Julius’s	 eyes	 never	 left	 his	 subordinate	 who	 inwardly	 squirmed
beneath	 his	 dark	 gaze.	 Rage	 filled	 him,	 brimming	 over.	 His	 fingers	 tightened
deliberately,	 crushing	 the	 girl’s	windpipe	 and	 not	 releasing	 his	 cold,	 inflexible
grip	 until	 her	 neck	 was	 broken,	 her	 head	 lolling	 about	 on	 her	 shoulders.	 He
tossed	her	 lifeless	 body	on	 the	 floor	with	 a	 thump.	 “This	will	 not	 do.	 I’m	not
impressed.”

Marcellus	 bowed	 his	 head	 low	 until	 his	 nose	 almost	 touched	 the	 blood-
slicked	floor.	It	was	difficult	to	gauge	Julius’s	moods	and	whims.	He	didn’t	even
dare	hazard	a	guess	what	his	sire	had	in	store	for	him	for	not	bringing	that	bitch
to	heel.	She	always	made	him	look	bad	in	front	of	Julius	and	the	coven.

She’ll	pay	for	this.



Marcellus	blamed	his	current	woes	on	Aislinn	and	swore	that	there	would	be
a	day	for	retribution.

“Marcellus,	 clean	 up	 this	 mess,”	 Julius	 spat,	 moving	 past	 the	 sycophantic
second-in-command,	his	surcoat	sweeping	the	younger	vampire’s	pale	face	and
speckling	it	with	blood.

“Yes,	Primus	Julius.”
“Then	find	my	sister	and	bring	her	to	me.	Hunt	her	down	if	necessary,	but	do

not	 harm	 her.	My	 father	 would	 not	 tolerate	 his	 pet	 to	 be	 ill	 treated.	 And	 this
time,”	 Julius’s	 head	 snapped	 down	 to	 look	 at	Marcellus	 in	 cold	 fury,	 “do	 not
return	emptyhanded,	or	I	shall	be	most	disappointed	in	you.	And	we	cannot	have
that,	can	we?”

“No,	my	lord.”	Marcellus	groveled	at	the	coven	leader’s	feet.	“I	am	forever
your	obedient	servant.	Your	will	be	done.”



“W

CHAPTER	23

hy	did	we	have	to	bring	him	along	again?”	Varya	asked,	glancing
over	 at	 Cole	 who	 was	 watching	 with	 fascination	 as	 the	 barges

bobbed	 in	 the	 canal	 by	moonlight.	 Thin,	 glasslike	 plates	 of	 ice	 floated	 on	 the
water,	silently	mirroring	the	leafless	trees	that	lined	the	path.	It	was	a	Romantic
scene	 guaranteed	 to	 inspire	 the	 inept	 immortal	 poet	 who	 seemed	 to	 be	 in	 his
natural	element.	The	group	was	strolling	along	the	canal	in	Little	Venice,	Aislinn
beginning	her	search	for	a	potential	candidate	to	be	her	next	offspring.

“Because	 I	 want	 some	 perspective,	 fresh	 eyes,	 another	 opinion,”	 Aislinn
replied	to	Varya’s	tiresome	question.	Unlike	her	firstborn,	the	landscape	did	not
soothe	 her.	 She’d	 required	 a	 few	 hours	 of	 quiet,	 and	 she’d	 had	 them.
Unfortunately,	 it	 did	 nothing	 to	 improve	 her	 mood.	 There	 was	 still	 a	 Kayne-
given	duty	to	be	done,	no	matter	how	much	she	would	have	liked	to	avoid	it.

Varya	 rolled	 pale	 eyes,	 thinking	 this	 was	 a	 waste	 of	 time.	 “That’s	 what
you’ve	got	me	for.	You	want	my	opinion?	You’ve	got	it.	I	promise	to	be	straight
up	with	you.	But	do	you	honestly	believe	Cole’s	going	 to	be	able	 to	offer	any
valuable	advice?”

Two	sets	of	vampire	eyes	swiveled	over	to	where	the	young	Sanguis,	dressed
in	a	garish	orange-paisley	silk	waistcoat,	was	trying	to	catch	snowflakes	with	his
tongue.

Aislinn	groaned,	wondering	when	he	would	ever	truly	grow	up.	“Well,	he’s
still	my	firstborn,	and	he	has	a	right	to	offer	his	opinion	on	any	possible	sibling.”

“Good	 luck	 with	 that.	 Cole	 thinks	 moonlight	 shines	 out	 of	 Dorian’s	 butt.



That’s	not	to	say	Dorian	isn’t	an	asshole,	but	it	just	goes	to	prove	Cole	isn’t	the
best	 judge	 of	 character.	 He	 probably	 thinks	 Dorian	 sparkles	 in	 the	 sunlight.”
Varya	held	up	her	hands	in	surrender	as	Aislinn	shot	her	a	look	that	could	dissect
a	heart.	“Just	saying.”

“Don’t	start.”
“I	think	my	opinion	should	still	count.”
“I’m	asking	your	opinion	on	my	next	offspring,	not	this	one.”	She	stepped	to

Varya’s	 right	 and	 took	 up	 a	 position	 nearer	 to	Cole.	 “I’ll	 be	 the	 one	 to	worry
about	Cole.”

Varya	gave	a	 shrug	as	 if	 to	 say,	“It’s	your	 funeral”	and	continued	walking.
She’d	 never	 understood	 Aislinn’s	 squeamishness	 about	 turning	 humans	 into
vampires,	nor	the	guilt	or	responsibility	that	resulted	from	it.

“You	 know,	when	 you	 think	 about	 it,	who	wouldn’t	want	 to	 be	 vampire?”
Varya	 asked	quite	 suddenly.	 She	was	 serious.	 “We’re	 the	 next	 stage	 of	 human
evolution.”

Aislinn’s	brows	furrowed	as	she	looked	at	Varya	in	bewilderment.	“How	do
you	even	figure	that?”

The	 young	 Sanguis,	 whose	 Eastern	 European	 features	 blended	 among	 the
teenage	backpackers	 heading	 toward	 the	nearby	youth	hostel,	 gestured	 at	 their
surroundings.	“It’s	 the	 food	chain.	Humans	 feed	on	animals.	Vampires	 feed	on
humans.”

“So,	what	feeds	on	us?”	Cole	asked,	suddenly	showing	intense	interest	as	he
trotted	alongside	them,	having	finished	playing	with	snow.

“Nothing,”	 the	 ruddy-faced	vampire	 replied.	 “We’re	 evolved.	We’re	 top	of
the	food	chain.”

“Don’t	 be	 ridiculous.”	 Aislinn	 understood	 what	 Varya	 was	 trying	 to	 do,
attempting	 to	convince	her	 that	 turning	a	human	wasn’t	 that	big	of	a	deal,	 that
anyone	 would	 love	 to	 be	 a	 vampire.	 But,	 of	 course,	 Varya	 couldn’t	 possibly
understand	her	dilemma,	since	she	was	exempt	from	the	practice	of	turning	as	a
Sanguis.	“If	we’re	so	evolved,	why	does	Julius	still	pick	his	food	apart	with	his
fingers?”

“True	that,”	Varya	said.



She	and	Cole	laughed,	though	Varya	was	more	cautious,	fearful	of	the	reach
of	Julius,	even	outside	 the	coven.	Perhaps	she	had	a	 right	 to	be.	There	was	no
one	to	protect	her	from	Julius’s	wrath,	so	she	could	not	hide	behind	Aislinn	or
claim	a	blood	bond	directly	 to	Kayne.	She	was	on	her	own,	and	she	had	done
very	well	on	her	own	for	centuries	because	she	was	cautious.	Habits	developed
over	 several	 lifetimes	weren’t	 going	 to	 change	 now.	Which	was	 a	 good	 thing,
since	she	smelled	trouble	brewing.

“We’re	 being	 followed.	 It’s	 a	 hunter.”	As	 she	 bent	 toward	Aislinn’s	 ear	 to
speak,	her	voice	was	low	and	alert,	her	hand	falling	to	the	hilt	of	her	dagger	in
anticipation.	“Do	you	want	me	to	dispatch	him	for	you?”

Varya	was	as	predictable	as	ever.	Attack	first	and	ask	questions	later.
“Damn,	you’re	perceptive.”	Aislinn	shook	her	platinum-crowned	head.	“No.

Do	nothing.	I’ve	been	expecting	him.”
Her	friend	looked	at	her	in	surprise.	She	stopped	walking,	glanced	over	her

shoulder,	and	then	shrugged.	“Just	say	the	word.”
“Trust	me,	I	know	what	I’m	doing,”	Aislinn	replied	as	she	started	across	the

bridge,	leaving	Varya	and	Cole	to	follow.
The	 snow-covered	 trees	 bled	 deep	 shadows	 onto	 the	 gravel	 path,	 blending

seamlessly	 with	 the	 canal	 behind.	 There	 were	 still	 people	 milling	 about,
returning	 from	 the	 pub	 or	 late-night	 restaurants	 nearby.	But	 the	 first	 thing	 she
noticed	on	this	side	of	the	canal	was	the	sudden	change	in	atmosphere.

An	 owlet’s	 cry	 as	 it	 took	 off	 overhead	 made	 Aislinn	 slightly	 skittish,
sounding	very	much	 like	Psychic	Seth’s	 repetitive	warnings	 to	her.	She	wasn’t
afraid,	so	much	as	vigilant.	The	only	one	of	their	group	completely	unaware	of
any	impending	danger	was	Cole.

“Vampires.”	 She	 exchanged	 a	 look	 with	 Varya,	 who	 nodded.	 She	 had
abruptly	gone	from	bored	to	watchful.

“Marcellus	and	his	goons.”
“Yes,	but	I	don’t	have	time	for	them	now,”	Aislinn	said.
It	was	Varya’s	turn	to	nod,	an	implicit	understanding.
As	she	turned	away,	Aislinn	said,	“I’ll	meet	you	at	the	safehouse.”
“Do	me	 a	 favor?	 Just	 don’t	 turn	 some	 idiot	 human	 out	 of	 pity.	 This	 time,



Caleb’s	likely	to	put	them	through	the	Abattoir	untrained.”
Aislinn	laughed.	“I’ll	try	to	keep	that	in	mind.”
They	split	up.	Varya	going	one	way,	Aislinn	and	Cole	the	other.
Aislinn	 had	 a	 hold	 of	Cole’s	 arm,	 gripping	 it	 tightly,	 forcing	 him	 to	move

quickly	through	the	streets.	The	snow	was	falling	heavier	now,	large,	weightless
crystals	 covering	 the	 ground	 with	 a	 layer	 of	 milled	 white	 frost,	 and	 Aislinn
hoped	 it	would	 help	Varya	 provide	 some	 camouflage	 from	 the	 other	 vampires
tracking	them.

“What’s	going	on?”	Cole	asked,	perplexed,	picking	up	his	pace.	“Where	are
we	going?”

Aislinn	 looked	 at	 his	 bright	 orange	 waistcoat	 and,	 taking	 off	 her	 leather
jacket,	 forced	 him	 to	 put	 it	 on.	 “Quiet.	 It’s	 Julius’s	 personal	 Pitbulls	 come	 to
bring	us	in.	We’re	going	to	give	them	the	slip.”

Cole’s	face	lit	with	mischief.	He	had	no	more	love	for	Marcellus	than	Aislinn
did,	probably	less	since	Aislinn	could	kill	the	other	vampire	without	hesitation	or
so	much	as	breaking	a	nail,	unlike	himself.	“C’mon,	I	know	where	to	go.”

His	creator	paused,	her	pale	eyebrows	rising	into	her	hairline.	Her	tone	was
skeptical	as	she	asked,	“You	do?”

“Trust	me.”

Entering	the	brightly	lit	café,	Aislinn	paused.	It	wasn’t	her	kind	of	place	at	all.
She’d	never	been	to	a	human	diner	before,	at	 least	not	to	eat	or	catch	up	or	do
human	things,	though	she	did	quite	like	the	sound	of	its	name,	Café	Rouge.

“I	 accidentally	 found	 this	 place	 when	 I	 was	 out	 hunting	 with	my	writers’
group,”	 Cole	 explained	 as	 they	 crossed	 the	 threshold,	 handing	 her	 back	 her
leather	 coat	 as	 he	 slid	 into	 a	 red-velvet	 banquette	 table	 in	 the	 corner,	masked
behind	a	large	open	refrigerator	selling	an	assortment	of	cold	drinks,	wraps,	and
sandwiches.	“We	mistakenly	took	it	for	an	establishment	where	they	sold	blood.
Imagine	how	embarrassed	we	were,	though	it	did	explain	the	number	of	humans.
But	I	kind	of	liked	the	vibe.”



Aislinn	 looked	 around,	 fascinated.	 She	 could	 understand	Cole’s	 interest	 in
the	 place.	 There	 was	 a	 cake	 display	 behind	 the	 glass	 counter	 of	 various
individual	mini	cheesecakes,	meringues	and	tarts	that	looked	as	if	they	had	been
given	a	permanent	coat	of	shiny,	clear	nail	polish	to	remain	perfectly	presented
and	frozen	for	all	eternity.	And	the	waitstaff	were	reminiscent	of	the	living	dead.
They	barely	took	notice	of	their	customers	and	moved	so	slowly	that	hell	might
have	frozen	over	before	anyone	was	served.

“We	can’t	just	sit	here,”	Cole	said.	“We	have	to	order	something.”
Aislinn	blinked,	looking	at	the	blackboard	menu	behind	the	counter.	“What?”
“A	coffee	or	a	milkshake?”	he	suggested,	tilting	his	fair	head	to	get	a	better

look.
She	 shuddered.	The	 thought	 of	 drinking	milk	pumped	 from	 the	udder	 of	 a

bovine	 disgusted	 her.	 Not	 that	 she	 could	 drink	 it.	 Such	 foods	 were	 often
poisonous	to	vampires.	Theirs	was	a	strictly	blood-only	diet	if	they	didn’t	want
to	turn	into	something	resembling	the	waitstaff	in	this	place.	But	she	would	have
to	look	at	the	food	as	it	sat	there	in	front	of	her	on	the	table.	Untouched.	Slowly,
very	slowly,	curdling.	Revolting.

“Fine.	 Order	 whatever.”	 Then,	 following	 up	 that	 thought.	 “How	 are	 you
going	to	pay	for	it?”

Cole	 smiled,	 seemingly	 enjoying	 himself.	 For	 once,	 he	was	 in	 charge,	 and
Aislinn	 was	 not.	 He	 would	 never	 have	 believed	 it,	 her	 sitting	 in	 a	 human
establishment,	about	to	order	a	coffee.	Not	in	a	million	years.	It	was	a	night	of
miracles.

“I’ll	put	the	whammy	on	them.”	He	raised	his	hands	and	wriggled	his	fingers
while	opening	his	eyes	wide.	He	looked	like	a	marionette	puppet.

Vlad’s	nuts.	 There	were	 no	words.	Her	 firstborn	would	 drive	 her	mad	 one
day.	“Just	go.”

Cole	gave	 a	boyish	 laugh	 as	 if	 he	knew	what	 she	was	 thinking	 and,	 rising
from	the	table,	said,	“I’ll	order	you	a	slice	of	devil’s	food	cake.”

“What’s	that?”
He	 shrugged.	 “I	 don’t	 know,	 but	 all	 the	women	 eat	 it.	 They	 say	 it’s	 better

than	sex.”	He	left	her	seated	while	he	went	to	place	the	order.



Aislinn	leaned	back	against	the	plush	velvet	seat	and	looked	around.	She	had
not	relaxed	her	guard.	The	smell	of	the	humans	and	the	food	masked	their	scent
from	other	vampires.	But	she	sat	up,	alert,	experiencing	a	familiar	aroma	brought
in	on	the	chill	night	air	as	the	door	to	the	café	opened	and	closed.

She	stared,	nostrils	flaring.	Her	dark	eyes	flashed	a	warning.	Their	eyes	met.
The	time	it	took	for	him	to	cross	the	floor	and	take	the	empty	seat	opposite

her	was	all	the	time	she	had	to	make	a	few	crucial	decisions.

“I	don’t	think	we’ve	been	properly	introduced,”	the	hunter	said,	holding	out	his
hand	 for	 the	 stunningly	 beautiful	 vampire	 opposite	 him	 to	 take.	 “My	 name’s
Cooper.	Cooper	Carter.	Pleased	to	meet	you,	ma’am.”

Her	hand	was	cool	but	not,	 as	he	might	have	expected,	 ice	cold.	 In	 fact,	 it
was	about	the	same	temperature	as	his,	given	the	chilly	weather	outside.	Another
myth	busted.

“Aislinn,”	 she	 said,	 withdrawing	 her	 hand	 from	 his.	 She	 smiled	 at	 him,	 a
smile	that	 transformed	her	face	and	had	him	leaning	forward,	half	 in	love	with
her	already.	“So	polite.	That’s	unusual	among	your	generation,	but	then	again,	I
haven’t	had	many	dealings	with	Southerners.”

Her	words	seemed	ironic	to	him	since	she	looked	to	be	roughly	the	same	age,
well,	for	a	vampire.	He	thought	it	might	be	impolite	to	ask	how	old	she	was,	so
he	remained	silent.

Aislinn	sat	back,	hands	crossed	on	the	table.	It	was	meant	to	reassure	him	she
wasn’t	reaching	for	her	weapons.	“You	are	from	the	South?	Or	have	I	mistaken
your	accent?”

“No,	 you’re	 right.	 I’m	 from	 Tyler,	 Texas.”	 Cooper	 gave	 an	 endearing,
slightly	lopsided	smile.	“It’s	not	much,	just	a	small	town	really,	but	it’s	home.”

“So,	Cooper,”	she	began,	leisurely	reaching	across	the	table	to	touch	him.	He
was	 ensnared	 by	 her	 exquisite,	 angelic	 loveliness.	 Gazing	 long	 into	 her
mesmerizing	 intensely	 blue	 eyes,	 he	was	 only	 half	 aware	 of	 the	 cold,	 slender
fingers	stroking	the	back	of	his	hand.	“You’ve	been	following	me	since	our	little



scuffle,	 yet	 you	haven’t	 tried	 to	 attack.	And	you	haven’t	 tried	 to	 approach	me
until	now.	Why	is	that?”

“I	wanted	to	be	sure,	I	guess,”	Cooper	said,	running	a	hand	through	his	mop
of	dark	blond	hair.	He	seemed	to	be	searching	for	the	right	words.	Aislinn	tilted
her	head	expectantly	and	waited.	Finally,	he	blurted,	“I	want	you	to	make	me	a
vampire.”

Her	 gaze	 was	 calm	 and	 level,	 and	 she	 looked	 at	 him	 as	 equals	 do,	 her
expression	 one	 of	 gentle	 reproof.	 “Are	 you	 an	 altruist,	Cooper?	Why	would	 a
hunter	 want	 to	 become	 a	 vampire?”	 He	 opened	 his	 mouth	 to	 speak,	 but	 she
shushed	him.	“You	see,	it	would	be	a	foolish	mistake	on	my	part	to	trust	you.	For
all	I	know,	you	might	be	making	the	ultimate	sacrifice	in	becoming	a	vampire	to
infiltrate	and	slay	my	coven.”

“But	I	wouldn’t—”
“I	 think	 it’s	 time	you	 told	me	 the	 truth.	 I	know	about	hunters,	how	 they’re

sanctioned	by	the	church,	how	they’re	chosen	and	trained,	and	some	even	having
a	hereditary	calling.	So,	to	give	that	up	and	to	want	to	become	the	enemy	that	all
in	 your	 profession	 have	 hunted	 for	 centuries,	 something	 huge	 must	 have
happened.	Something	you’re	not	 telling	me.	You’ve	gone	rogue,	haven’t	you?”
Aislinn	reached	over	for	Cooper’s	other	hand,	and	turning	both	upward,	she	held
on	to	his	wrists.	Her	fingers	gently	stroked	his	pulsing	radial	arteries.	She	could
hear	the	beating	of	his	heart,	the	puffs	of	breath	emitted	from	between	his	lips,
monitoring	 the	 fluctuations	 in	 his	 irises.	 If	 he	 lied	 to	 her,	 she	 would	 know	 it
immediately.	“Why	do	you	want	to	be	a	vampire?”



“I

CHAPTER	24

’ve	seen	you,”	Cooper	responded	eagerly.	“You	fight	the	bad	guys.	You
fight	evil.”

“I	 fight	 evil?	 I	 am	 evil!	 Don’t	 you	 get	 it?”	 Her	 eyes	 were	 on	 the	 young
hunter,	black	and	fathomless,	and	he	felt	slightly	faint	at	the	power	in	them.

“No,	I’ve	seen	you,”	Cooper	said	fiercely.	“I’ve	followed	you.	You	feed	on
the	filth.	The	scum	of	humanity.	You	could	have	killed	that	poor	girl,	but	instead,
you	went	after	that	guy	who	was	beating	her.	She	probably	wouldn’t	have	lasted
another	day	if	you	hadn’t—”

“Save	 it.”	Aislinn	 turned	 on	 him,	 as	 angry	 as	 a	 cat.	 “Don’t	make	me	 into
some	poster	girl	for	conscience-stricken	vampires	because	I’m	not.”

He	wasn’t	embarrassed.	“But—”
“What’s	this?”	A	belligerent	voice	interrupted	them.	Cooper	looked	up	at	the

figure	standing	beside	the	table,	dressed	in	a	bright	orange	paisley	waistcoat.	The
vampire	 had	 an	 attractive,	 boyish	 face,	 and	 Cooper	 spotted	 the	 friendliness
underneath	the	scowl.	“Somebody’s	been	sitting	in	my	chair,	and	he’s	still	here.”

“Sheathe	 your	 claws,	 baby	 bear,	 and	 take	 a	 seat,”	 Aislinn	 said	 in	 an
exasperated	 tone.	 Waiting	 for	 Cole	 to	 join	 her	 on	 the	 banquette	 seat,	 she
performed	the	introductions.	“Coleridge,	may	I	introduce	you	to	Cooper	Carter.
Cooper,	Coleridge,	though	we	prefer	to	call	him	Cole.”

Cooper	gazed	at	Cole	in	fascination	from	wide	hazel	eyes.	“Coleridge?	Like
the	famous	Romantic	poet?”

At	the	young	man’s	words,	Cole	perked	up,	seemingly	rather	pleased.	“Why,



that’s	 brilliant.	 You’re	 American.	 I	 didn’t	 know	 Colonials	 were	 quite	 so	 well
read.	He’s	heard	of	me,	Aislinn.	Can	we	keep	him?	Please?”

“Firstly,	Cole,	 that’s	 so	un-PC.	We	do	not	 refer	 to	Americans	as	Colonials.
And,	 secondly,	 no.	 Sorry	 to	 burst	 your	 capillary,	 Cole,	 but	 he	 hasn’t	 heard	 of
you.”	Aislinn	 turned	 to	 the	blond-haired	hunter	 to	 explain.	 “As	 in,	 the	not-so-
famous	cousin	of	the	famous	Romantic	poet.”

Silence.	An	awkwardness	lingered	in	the	air.
The	 waiter	 delivered	 their	 meal,	 distracting	 them	 briefly	 from	 the

conversation	as	he	fussily	arranged	the	plates	on	the	table.
“Oh,	right,”	Cooper	finally	said,	flushing	darkly	at	the	two-hundred-year-old

vampire’s	 assumptions	 and	 his	 own.	 “But	 you	are	 a	 poet?	 That’s,	 um,	 cool,	 I
guess.	And,	um,	no	offense	taken.”

Cole’s	 face	fell	slightly.	Even	after	his	cousin’s	death	 two	centuries	before,
he	still	couldn’t	get	out	from	under	the	great	man’s	shadow.	But	he	rallied	almost
instantly.	“Would	you	like	to	hear	one	of	my	latest	poems?”

“No.”	Aislinn’s	 tone	was	depressing.	 “We’ve	got	more	 important	 things	 to
discuss.”

Her	firstborn’s	expression	was	affronted.	More	important	things	than	poetry?
Cole	couldn’t	even	imagine	what	that	might	be.	More	important	than	the	muse?
Not	possible!

But	 the	platinum-blonde	beauty	was	already	busily	 interrogating	 the	young
hunter.	“You	have	no	understanding	of	how	long	eternity	really	is.	Do	you	think
all	vampires	wear	glitter	and	sparkle	in	the	sun?	That	our	creator	was	bitten	by	a
bat	and	that	we’re	engaged	in	some	centuries-old	feud	with	lycans?	Well,	think
again.”

Cooper’s	 hazel	 eyes	 flashed	 angrily.	 He	 disliked	 the	 patronizing	 tone	 in
Aislinn’s	voice.	“I	may	be	human,	but	I’m	not	stupid,	you	know?”

Aislinn	sighed	inwardly.	He	was	barely	out	of	adolescence	yet	still	retained
the	belief	in	his	own	invincibility.	Young	humans	were	such	complex	creatures.
You	couldn’t	tell	them	anything	they	thought	they	already	knew.

“You	are	so	young,	 too	young	to	understand	we	are	purposeless	monsters.”
There	 was	 an	 expression	 of	 infinite	 weariness	 on	 her	 stunning	 face.	 “When



eternity	is	certain	and	you	can	experience	all	this	world	has	to	offer,	things	lose
their	 intrinsic	 value.	What	 is	 the	 point	 of	mastering	 the	 sciences,	 learning	 the
arts,	and	engaging	in	all	the	possible	experiences	the	world	has	to	offer	if	you	do
not	strive	to	become	more	than	you	are?	So	many	of	us	have	become	careless,
debauched	 and	 hedonistic,	 as	 we	 desperately	 attempt	 to	 give	 meaning	 to	 our
existence.	Go	back	to	your	human	life,	Cooper	Carter,	and	be	thankful	I	did	not
take	you	up	on	what	you	so	freely	offer,	for	what	you	cannot	fathom	yet	desire
so	desperately.”

“No!”	Cooper	forcefully	tore	his	left	hand	from	Aislinn’s	grip	and	slammed	a
fist	 down	on	 the	 table,	making	 the	 cups	 and	 saucers	 rattle.	 “No,”	 he	 repeated,
trying	to	rein	in	his	temper	and	remain	calm.	“You	don’t	understand.	I	want	this.
I	need	this.	Please.”

Cole	 was	 confused.	 He	 looked	 at	 the	 two	 of	 them,	 mortal	 and	 immortal
opponents,	 as	 they	 fenced	across	 the	 stretch	of	 the	 laminated	 tabletop.	He	had
experienced	 a	 similar	 speech	 from	 Aislinn	 when	 she	 first	 offered	 him	 the
possibility	 of	 immortality.	 To	 this	 day,	 he	 found	 it	 inexplicable	 that	 she	 had
chosen	him	to	be	her	Darkling,	but	he	was	eternally	grateful.

Yet,	unlike	the	hunter	beside	him,	his	only	alternative	was	death.	When	she
had	found	him,	he	was	on	his	deathbed.	Tuberculosis	held	sway	over	him,	and	he
was	doomed.	This	young	man	could	return	to	a	life	that	held	little	in	the	way	of
hardship,	 suffering,	 disease,	 or	 oppression.	 Cole	 could	 only	 speculate	 that
perhaps	life	as	a	hunter	wasn’t	all	it	was	made	out	to	be	by	the	church.

There	 was	 an	 infinite	 amount	 of	 compassion	 in	 his	 creator’s	 eyes	 as	 she
looked	at	the	hunter.	“Don’t	you	have	friends?	Family?	Surely,	there’s	someone
who	cares	for	you?”

An	expression	of	pain	crossed	Cooper’s	face.	“It	doesn’t	matter.	I	can’t	go	on
like	this.”	There	was	an	unspoken	threat	in	his	tone.	He	could	barely	control	the
trembling	in	his	hands	as	reaction	set	in.

Aislinn	exchanged	a	 long	unblinking	 look	with	her	firstborn.	 It	 lasted	for	a
full	ten	seconds.	Cole	could	sense	the	turmoil	in	the	boy.	Aislinn	could	sense	the
rage.

“Life	as	a	vampire	will	not	be	easy.	I	guarantee	you	will	come	to	regret	and



grieve	over	this	decision.	And	once	you	do,	immortal	life	will	be	as	corrosive	as
acid.	But	if	it	is	what	you	seek,	then	I	have	the	power	to	grant	it	to	you.”	Aislinn
bowed	her	head	as	if	under	a	great	strain.

Cole	knew	without	doubt	that	Aislinn’s	decision	had	been	made	the	moment
the	hunter	had	crossed	the	threshold.	But	she	needed	to	hear	him	give	his	assent
to	the	gift	to	be	bestowed	upon	him.	That	was	her	way.

Cooper’s	 hazel	 eyes	 were	 bright	 with	 equal	 parts	 relief	 and	 wonder.	 “So
you’re	saying—”

“Welcome	to	the	family,	bro.”	Cole	reached	over	to	give	the	young	man	an
awkward	hug.	It	wouldn’t	do	to	squeeze	too	tightly.	He	had	no	desire	to	kill	the
mortal	who	was	going	to	be	reborn	as	his	youngest	brother.

“That’s—that’s	great.”	Cooper	stumbled	over	the	words.	He	swallowed	and
let	his	voice	return	to	normal	levels.	“When?”

“Tonight.	As	 soon	 as	we	 leave	 here.	 It’s	 best	 to	 let	 go	 of	 your	 former	 life
without	prolonging	 the	agony,	 like	ripping	off	a	Band-Aid.”	Aislinn	sounded	a
little	 sorry	 for	 the	 hunter.	 “This	 isn’t	 the	 kind	 of	 goodbye	 you	 can	 make	 to
anyone	and	have	them	understand	it.	No	more	than	signing	a	suicide	note,	I’m
afraid.	Once	you	make	this	choice,	it	is	finished.	There	is	no	return.”

“Why	 do	 you	 both	 have	 to	 keep	 talking	 about	 death?”	 Cole	 interrupted,
pushing	his	blond	mop	back	from	his	face.	“It’s	not	like	either	of	you	know	what
it’s	like	to	be	staring	death	in	the	face.	Your	own	death,	I	mean.	Trust	me.	Life	as
a	vampire	is	way	better	than	feeling	like	your	lungs	are	being	squeezed	in	a	vise
and	hacking	up	your	guts	every	time	you	cough.	It’s	infinitely	better	than	being
dead	in	the	cold,	hard	Earth	and	forgotten.”

“True	that,”	Cooper	acknowledged.	“Who	wants	to	be	mortal?”
Aislinn	snorted,	shaking	her	head	at	the	two	seated	beside	her.	She	wondered

which	of	the	three	of	them	was	going	to	regret	this	first.
“Is	 that	 devil’s	 food	 cake,	 by	 any	 chance?”	 Cooper’s	 eyes	 feasted	 on	 the

chocolatey	dessert	lying	untouched	in	the	middle	of	the	table.	“Are	you	going	to
eat	this?”

“By	all	means,	go	 right	ahead	and	help	yourself,”	 she	offered,	pushing	 the
plate	 toward	 him.	 “Consider	 it	 the	 last	 meal	 of	 a	 condemned	 hu-man.”	 She



smiled	winsomely	to	take	the	sting	out	of	her	words.
Cooper	didn’t	need	to	be	asked	twice.
“So	unfair,”	Cole	whined,	watching	Cooper	pick	up	 the	 fork	and	plunge	 it

into	the	creamy	frosting.	“I	was	on	that	stupid	near-starvation	diet.	My	last	meal
was	two	thin	squares	of	dried	oatmeal	paste.”

Aislinn	 gave	 a	 tinkling	 laugh,	 enough	 to	 attract	 the	 attention	 of	 the	 other
diners	who	thought	her	charming.

“So	good,”	Cooper	breathed.	He	eyed	the	hot	chocolate	with	its	frothy	cream
and	marshmallows	longingly.

This	 time,	Cole	pushed	 the	brimming	cup	 toward	 the	hunter,	 captivated	by
his	feeding	habits	like	a	primatologist	watching	a	gorilla	in	their	natural	habitat.

“Thanks.	 Don’t	 mind	 if	 I	 do.	 What	 about	 you,	 Aislinn?”	 Cooper	 spoke
between	bites	as	he	shoveled	chocolate	cake	into	his	mouth.	“What	was	your	last
meal?”

“A	diet	 of	 revenge	with	 a	 dollop	of	 grief-fueled	 rage	on	 the	 side,”	Aislinn
replied	dryly,	raising	a	pale	eyebrow.

The	hunter	was	taken	aback	as	he	put	down	his	fork.	“Seriously?”
She	smiled	sweetly.
Cole	 cleared	 his	 throat	 and	 gave	 a	 feeble	 attempt	 at	 a	 laugh,	 giving	 her	 a

grimly	repressive	 look.	“Behave	yourself,”	he	hissed	before	 turning	 to	Cooper.
“Yes,	well,	that’s	our	Aislinn.”

Aislinn	smiled	coldly.	“So,	tell	me,	Cooper.	Is	devil’s	food	cake	better	than
sex?”

Approaching	 the	 safehouse,	Aislinn	 had	 a	 strange	 feeling	 of	 déjà	 vu.	 It	 didn’t
seem	 that	 long	ago	since	her	disastrous	 turning	of	Dorian.	Though	 in	a	mortal
realm,	it	was	absolute	ages.	She	hoped	turning	Cooper	wasn’t	going	to	be	a	big
mistake.

“What	the	fuck	is	that?”	the	young	hunter	asked,	interrupting	her	thoughts.
“That,”	responded	Cole	proudly,	“is	our	main	safehouse.”



That	 was	 a	 centuries-old,	 desanctified	 church.	 It	 was	 almost	 as	 old	 as	 the
daughter	of	Kayne	and	equally	beautiful.	Its	impressive	central	tower	rose	high
into	the	heavens	and	could	be	seen	from	miles	around,	reflecting	the	Gothic	style
of	 the	 fourteenth	 century.	 It	 was	 brightly	 illuminated	 at	 night,	 its	 façade
reflecting	the	warmth	of	honey-colored	stone.

Cooper	craned	his	neck	as	the	soaring	spires	dwarfed	him,	making	him	feel
small	and	insignificant	in	comparison.

“It’s	not	a	good	idea	to	look	up,”	Aislinn	whispered,	sounding	slightly	bitter.
“You	 tend	 to	 realize	how	 indifferent	God	 is	 to	His	creations.	We’re	nothing	 to
Him.	 It’s	 bullshit	what	 the	 church	 tells	 you,	 that	God	has	 a	 plan	 for	 all	 of	 us.
We’re	all	fallen,	and	we	keep	falling,	and	He	doesn’t	give	a	damn.”

“Why	a	church?”
Aislinn	 shrugged,	 looking	 angelic	 as	 the	 snowflakes	 crowned	her	platinum

hair	like	a	crystal	halo.	“Why	not?	No	one	your	age	seems	to	care	about	religion
any	more.	These	old	buildings	are	reinvented	as	people’s	homes	and	restaurants
and	bars.	And	 judging	 from	your	 reaction,	 this	 is	 the	 last	 place	hunters	would
look	to	find	our	kind.”

“C’mon,	I’ll	show	you	around,”	Cole	said	eagerly,	patting	the	hunter	on	the
shoulder.

But	 waiting	 for	 them	 inside,	 under	 the	 massive	 Norman	 stone	 pillars	 and
magnificent	fan-vaulted	ceiling,	was	Varya,	together	with	Darius,	Marcellus,	and
four	of	Julius’s	Pitbulls.

Aislinn	immediately	noticed	the	blood	on	Varya’s	collar	and	her	weaponless
state.	 She	 also	 noted	 the	 discomfort	 in	Darius’s	 stance	 and	 his	 refusal	 to	 look
directly	 at	 her.	 Varya’s	 eyes	 were	 apologetic	 as	 Julius’s	 malicious	 right-hand
Sanguis	stepped	forward.

“Prima	 Aislinn,	 we’ve	 been	 instructed	 to	 bring	 you	 back	 to	 the	 coven.
Primus	 Julius	 requests	 your	 immediate	 attendance.”	 A	 supercilious	 tone
accompanied	Marcellus’s	words.	He	seemed	quite	smug	in	his	role	as	a	delivery
boy.	His	lip	curled	up	at	the	corner	in	a	sneer.	“Please	hand	over	the	hunter	to	us
so	that	we	may	deal	with	him	appropriately.”

Cooper	 looked	 nervous,	 realizing	 he	 was	 the	 meat	 in	 the	 sandwich.	 He



swallowed	hard,	 looking	as	pale	as	a	vampire.	The	situation	was	 tense.	Darius
held	back	while	the	other	vampire	guards	moved	forward,	but	Aislinn	cut	them
off.

“Don’t	touch	him.	I	have	plans	for	this	hunter.	I	have	chosen	him	to	be	my
Darkling.”

Even	Varya’s	eyes	widened	as	the	significance	of	Aislinn’s	words	sank	in.
Once	 chosen,	 no	 vampire	 had	 the	 right	 to	 interfere	 in	 another	 vampire’s

turning.	It	was	lore	that	propagation	of	the	species	was	prioritized	in	accord	with
Kayne’s	decree.

The	guards	paused	to	look	at	each	other,	shuffling	their	feet	uncertainly.
Infuriated,	 Marcellus’s	 control	 was	 stretched	 to	 the	 limit.	 He	 looked	 at

Aislinn	as	if	she	were	an	especially	foul,	demonic	breed	of	immortal.	“Fine.	The
human	stays	here	under	guard,	but	you’re	coming	with	me,	Prima	Aislinn.”	The
last	words	were	laced	with	a	bitter	enmity.

She	 looked	 at	 him	 coldly,	 refusing	 to	 yield.	 “Marcellus,	 I’m	 not	 going	 to
debate	this	with	you.	Step	aside.”

“I	have	my	orders.”	The	look	he	gave	her	was	poisonous.	“Primus	Julius—”
“Marcellus,	I	want	you	to	deliver	a	message	to	my	brother.”
Aislinn	 moved	 blindingly	 fast.	 With	 a	 sharp	 crack,	 Marcellus	 flew	 back,

slamming	into	the	stone	vault	of	the	nave	and	crashing	back	down	to	lie	broken
at	 her	 feet	 from	 the	 blow.	 The	 others	 jumped	 back	 in	 shock	 as	 bloody	 stone
fragments	continued	to	hurtle	down	around	them.

Not	 done	with	 the	mutinous	Sanguis,	 she	 picked	up	 and	 shoved	Marcellus
roughly	against	a	Norman	pillar	with	such	force	that	both	the	solid	stone	and	the
back	of	his	skull	cracked	open.	More	blood	splattered	across	the	floor	and	onto
their	polished	boots.

“I	trust	you	will	deliver	my	message,	to	the	letter,”	Aislinn	said	coldly.	Her
face	 was	 inches	 from	 his,	 eyes	 huge	 and	 jet	 black.	Marcellus	 dangled	 limply
from	 her	 vise-like	 grip.	 Without	 turning	 her	 head,	 she	 addressed	 the	 others.
“Darius,	 escort	Marcellus	back	 to	 the	coven.	You	may	also	 inform	my	brother
that	I	will	attend	upon	him	after	the	transition.	Varya,	you	may	wish	to	reclaim
your	weapons.	And	if	you	feel	the	need	to	avenge	your	honor,	there	is	a	syringe



of	holy	water	in	the	old	priest’s	vestibule.	You	have	my	permission	to	use	it.”
Varya’s	face	lit	up	with	glee.	“Thank	you,	Prima	Aislinn.”
As	 Marcellus	 stormed	 out,	 accompanied	 by	 Darius,	 Aislinn	 addressed	 an

anxious	Cooper.	“Last	chance.	Things	are	going	to	get	nasty	from	here.	Nastier
than	this.	Are	you	certain	you	want	to	be	turned?”

“Yes.”	His	reply	was	emphatic.
Aislinn	nodded,	instructing	Cole	to	lead	the	way	down	to	the	crypt	and	ready

Cooper	for	the	turning.
As	they	moved	away,	Varya	raised	one	eyebrow.	“C’mon,	Aislinn.	You	gave

the	hunter	a	choice?	Give	me	one	good	reason	why	anyone	wouldn’t	want	to	be
a	vampire.”

“An	 eternity	 of	 Cole’s	 poetry.”	 Aislinn’s	 quickfire	 response	 made	 Varya
laugh	in	gracious	defeat.
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he	 Crypt?”	 Cooper	 asked	 half	 an	 hour	 later,	 feeling	 like	 he	 was
descending	 into	 the	 devil’s	 domain	 as	 there	 was	 virtually	 no	 light

down	below	and	the	temperature	plummeted,	leaving	him	unsure	of	his	footing
and	shivering	uncontrollably.

“Yeah,	 it	 started	 off	 as	 a	 joke	 as	 Julius,	 the	 head	 of	 our	 coven,	 thought	 it
would	be	funny	to	make	humans	vampires	among	the	dead.	Very	theatrical	and
all	that.	He	has	an	unusual	sense	of	humor.”

“He’s	a	psychopath,”	Cole	muttered.
But	Cooper	was	more	shocked	at—	“The	church	didn’t	move	the	bodies?”
“Don’t	 be	 silly.	 Of	 course,	 they	moved	 the	 consecrated	 bodies.	 But	 Julius

made	this	his	Feasting	Room	for	a	while.	It	was	quite	atmospheric	with	all	those
candles	and	cages	hanging	from	the	ceiling.”	Varya	sighed.	“Pity.	That	was	when
it	was	still	fun.”

“Told	you.	He’s	a	psychopath.”
“But	 the	Crypt	often	became	waterlogged,	and	 the	mess	and	smell	 just	got

too	 much,	 even	 for	 him,”	 Varya	 continued	 to	 explain,	 shaking	 her	 head	 in
memory.	“We’ve	fixed	the	problem,	though	you’ll	still	smell	the	damp.	But	trust
me,	you’ll	be	grateful	for	the	dark	and	cold,	particularly	when	you’re	reborn.”

“And	 we’ll	 be	 grateful	 for	 the	 thick	 walls,	 so	 we	 don’t	 have	 to	 hear	 you
scream,”	Cole	added,	earning	an	elbow	and	a	quelling	glance	from	his	maker.

They’d	entered	from	the	south	transept,	from	the	earliest	part	of	the	church,
dating	back	centuries.	The	stone	stairwell	was	narrow	and	curled	like	an	orange



rind	 downward,	 forcing	 them	 to	 walk	 single	 file.	 The	 central	 area	 with	 its
Norman	pillars,	low	vaults,	and	simple	carvings	was	at	odds	with	the	rest	of	the
church.	As	if	to	prove	this,	there	was	an	intricately	carved	image	of	the	Viking
god,	Odin,	carved	into	this	once-holy	place,	just	in	case	the	old	gods	of	Valhalla
should	turn	out	to	be	the	true	ones.

Funny	how	heaven	could	be	a	 lot	 like	hell,	Aislinn	 thought.	 If	 they	 hadn’t
scared	the	shit	out	of	him	by	now,	then	the	next	three	days	certainly	would.

They	arrived	at	the	solid	steel	door	to	the	Crypt,	causing	Cooper’s	eyebrows
to	rise	into	his	hairline.

“The	 steel	 door	 is	 a	 necessity,”	 Aislinn	 explained,	 revealing	 the	 absolute
darkness	within.	“Young,	fledgling	vampires	have	strength,	especially	a	Malum
—enough	strength	to	break	down	even	the	most	solid	oak	door.	We	just	got	tired
of	having	to	constantly	replace	it.	Welcome	to	your	temporary	lodgings.”

Cooper	peered	inside	but	failed	to	see	anything	beyond	the	utter	gloom.	He
pulled	 out	 a	 flashlight	 from	 the	 pocket	 of	 his	 hoodie	 and	 switched	 it	 on,	 only
illuminating	a	small	portion	of	the	interior	of	the	Crypt,	which	he	could	see	was
covered	in	padded	red	leather	like	a	mental	asylum	from	hell.

“What	the	fuck?”	he	breathed.
“Another	necessity.”
He	moved	the	light	around.	“Dare	I	ask?”
Cole	shook	his	head.	“Better	not.”
Varya	stepped	forward	and	held	out	her	hands,	accepting	the	hunter’s	items

into	a	lead-lined	strongbox	as	he	emptied	out	his	pockets.	She	raised	an	eyebrow
at	the	throwing	stars,	daggers,	and	condoms.	“I	see	you	like	to	have	protection.”

He	shrugged.
She	smiled,	revealing	her	fangs.	“Your	clothes,	please.”
Aislinn	looked	curiously	at	Varya	as	the	young	man	paused.	“Seriously?	Do	I

have	to	take	off	the	rest	of	my	clothes?”
Varya	 remained	 silent,	 absorbing	 the	 question	 long	 enough	 to	 grow	white

hairs.	Aislinn	smothered	a	 laugh	and	gave	her	 friend	a	nudge.	 In	 response,	 the
female	 Sanguis	 vampire	 ran	 her	 eyes	 up	 and	 down	 Cooper’s	 length,
contemplating.



“Varya,”	Cole	hissed	uncomfortably.	His	pale	skin	was	almost	luminescent	in
the	darkness.

“What?	I’m	thinking—”
Aislinn	lifted	a	hand.	“No.”
Scowling,	Varya	said,	“It	couldn’t	hurt.”
“You	 may	 keep	 your	 clothes	 on,	 Cooper,	 unless	 you’re	 very	 attached	 to

them,”	Aislinn	stated.	“Because	even	our	Cleaner	 isn’t	 that	good	at	getting	out
three	days’	worth	of	human	stains.”

Cooper	froze	in	the	act	of	removing	his	college	hoodie.	“Three	days?”
“You	were	a	hunter	for	the	church,”	Aislinn	reasoned	in	a	tone	of	voice	that

held	only	a	hint	of	mockery.	“Consider	it	like	following	in	the	footsteps	of	your
savior.	What’s	three	days	in	hell	when	you’ll	be	reborn	eternally?	And	you	don’t
even	have	to	descend	into	the	pits	of	Demura	for	it.”

The	young	hunter	didn’t	look	terribly	reassured	at	Aislinn’s	words.	“You	all
went	through	this?”

All	three	vampires	nodded.
“Don’t	worry,	 I’m	here	 for	 you,	 bro,”	Cole	 announced	 as	Aislinn	 escorted

Cooper	inside	the	Crypt.	“I’ll	keep	you	company	out	here	while	you	go	through
your	transition.	I’ve	got	a	playlist	for	you	of	all	my	best	poems,	starting	with	my
favorite	which	 is	 just	 so	 appropriate	under	 the	 circumstances,	Requiem	 for	 the
Last	Slayer.”

“Wait!	What?	No!”	Varya	looked	stricken.	She	moaned	as	if	in	pain.	“OMV!
Why?	Why	did	I	waste	that	syringe	on	Lucius?”

Aislinn’s	 flawless,	 pale	 skin	 was	 luminescent	 in	 the	 absolute	 darkness	 of	 the
Crypt,	but	rather	than	giving	her	a	ghostly	appearance,	she	glowed	warmly	like	a
candle.	Cooper	was	captivated	and,	unconsciously,	reached	out	to	touch	her.	This
was	one	of	the	few	times	she	permitted	such	liberties,	knowing	that	the	transition
was	 difficult	 enough	without	 some	 element	 of	 human	 comfort.	 Perhaps	 it	was
slightly	weird	that	a	vampire	could	remember	what	it	was	like	to	be	human,	but



strangely,	vampirism	enhanced	certain	aspects	of	their	former	humanness	while
eliminating	others.

“I	hope	you’re	not	afraid	of	the	dark,”	Aislinn	said	to	break	the	tension.
Cooper	laughed.	“That	would	be	funny,	a	vampire	with	a	phobia.”
“Oh,	don’t	you	believe	it,”	Aislinn	said	with	a	smile.	“We’re	a	superstitious

lot.	 There	 are	 vampires	 who	 face	 the	 west	 when	 they	 feed	 because	 that’s	 the
direction	of	 the	 setting	 sun,	others	who	are	afraid	of	 touching	 silver	 cutlery	 in
case	 it	 might	 burn	 them—it	 doesn’t,	 by	 the	 way—and	 those	 who	won’t	 even
walk	 past	 a	 gym	with	 tanning	 lamps	 and	 sunbeds,	 in	 case	 they	 spontaneously
combust.	 Seriously.	 We’re	 immune	 to	 disease,	 but	 vampirism	 doesn’t	 cure
stupidity.	In	our	case,	once	an	idiot,	always	an	idiot	is	the	truth.”

By	the	time	she	finished	speaking,	the	young	hunter	felt	less	anxious.	She’d
made	him	smile.	His	teeth	gleamed	white	in	the	darkness.

He	 removed	his	 shirt	 in	 one	 smooth	motion	 and	 tossed	 it	 aside.	His	 sleek,
toned	muscles	bore	the	usual	scars	of	his	kind	but	not	so	much	as	those	who	had
spent	many	more	moons	in	the	field,	doing	battle	with	their	mortal	and	immortal
enemies.

“They	 will	 disappear	 as	 soon	 as	 you	 complete	 the	 transition,”	 Aislinn
advised,	her	eyes	lingering	on	his	solid	build	and	the	still	healing	wound	she’d
given	 him.	 “Any	 scars,	 injuries,	 blemishes,	 even	 tooth	 decay,	 especially	 tooth
decay,	will	be	remedied.	If	you	have	fillings	in	your	teeth,	acne,	ingrown	nails	or
hairs,	wear	contact	 lenses,	none	of	 these	will	be	an	 issue	once	 turned.	But	you
may	keep	your	scars	if	you	so	wish,	in	the	same	way	that	some	of	us	choose	to
keep	our	tattoos	or	piercings	or	hairlessness,	by	willing	it	so.”

“How?”
“You	must	 think	 about	 your	 blood.	You	need	 to	 concentrate	 on	 the	 poison

coursing	 through	 it.	 Think	 about	 the	 cells.	 And	will	 your	 body	 to	 retain	 that
which	you	wish	to	hold	on	to.	 If	 the	will	 is	strong	enough,	 it’ll	happen.	If	not,
you	 probably	 didn’t	 want	 it	 as	 badly	 as	 you	 thought	 you	 did.”	 She	 shrugged,
moving	toward	him.

They	stood	as	close	as	lovers,	so	close	that	Cooper	was	aware	of	Aislinn	in	a
way	 that	 would	 have	 made	 him	 blush	 if	 he	 hadn’t	 kept	 his	 jeans	 on.	 Her



platinum-colored	 hair	 flowed	 to	 her	 waist	 like	 a	 veil	 crowning	 her	 head.	 Her
features	were	finely	sculpted	from	flawless	alabaster,	her	skin	shining.	Her	eyes
were	wide	and	impossibly	blue	in	her	fair	face,	and	within	their	deep	pools,	he
could	see	an	eternity	of	possibilities	never	even	dreamed	of.	Even	the	way	she
held	 herself,	 poised,	 dignified,	 elegant,	 made	 his	 hands	 tremble,	 and	 not	 just
from	the	cold.	Up	close,	he	became	enchanted	by	the	allure	of	the	perfume	of	her
skin	with	its	promise	of	a	cool	sensuality	and	hidden	danger.	He	swallowed,	and
the	trembling	increased.

“Kiss	me,”	she	whispered.
Surprised	 and	 enthralled,	 Cooper	 leaned	 in	 and	 felt	 the	 brush	 of	 her	 lips,

opening	 his	 automatically	 against	 the	 cool	 pressure,	 wanting	 to	 taste	 her.	 Her
own	were	soft	and	sweet	 like	 the	honey	of	seasons,	 the	 last	oozing	of	sunlight
from	the	endless	days	of	summer.

She	repeated	the	gesture	just	above	his	collarbone	and	felt	him	go	pliant	and
fluid,	holding	him	in	her	tight	embrace.

His	arms	slid	around	her,	his	hands	knotting	in	her	hair.	When	she	bit	him,
there	 was	 a	 hideous	 ecstasy	 of	 pain	 and	 pleasure.	 It	 was	 an	 end.	 And	 a
beginning.

He	was	delirious	by	the	time	she	finally	lifted	her	mouth	from	his	neck,	close
to	 the	point	of	death.	She	held	him	with	one	 strong	arm,	unwilling	 to	put	him
down.	Biting	the	wrist	of	her	other	arm,	puncturing	the	skin	and	the	radial	artery
until	the	black	blood	flowed	freely	like	warm,	dark	maple	syrup,	she	offered	it	to
him.

“Drink,”	 she	 insisted,	 her	 wrist	 at	 his	 lips	 so	 that	 the	 first	 drops	 of	 blood
painted	them	glossy	black	like	nightshade.	“Drink	of	my	blood.	And	live.”

Greedily,	like	a	man	burning	with	a	feverish	thirst,	his	mouth	as	dry	as	dust,
he	seized	her	wrist	and	fastened	his	lips	on	the	open	puncture	wounds.	He	drank
ravenously,	while	she	cradled	him	against	her.	Mother	and	child.

When	he	finally	arched	his	back,	his	frame	like	the	slim	trunk	of	a	birch	tree
arching	as	he	screamed	in	the	throes	of	an	appalling	agony,	she	gently	released
him	upon	the	cold	sepulchral	floor.

Stroking	the	damp	tendrils	of	dark	blond	hair	from	his	face,	she	murmured,



“Now	sleep.	Dream.	Die.	So	that	you	may	truly	live.”

When	the	 time	had	come,	Kayne	 took	her	 to	a	deep	cave	 in	 the	mountains.	He
laid	her	on	the	cold	ground,	gently	kissed	her	forehead	with	cold	lips,	and	gave
an	icy	smile.

“Aislinn.”	When	he	said	her	name,	the	sound	of	his	voice	was	even	sweeter
than	 the	 sound	of	 the	 babbling	brook,	more	 lyrical	 than	any	music	 she’d	 ever
heard,	capable	of	drowning	out	the	cacophony	of	voices	in	her	head,	screaming
for	retribution.

She	was	acutely	aware	of	the	intensity	of	his	dark	eyes.	She	gazed	upon	his
exquisite	looks	and	noted	a	myriad	of	insignificant	details	at	a	single,	sweeping
glance.	The	long,	dark	curl	of	his	eyelashes	which	made	his	vivid	eye	color	seem
even	 more	 striking.	 The	 bluish-black	 of	 his	 hair	 like	 the	 color	 of	 night.	 The
pallor	of	his	skin,	which	was	so	much	like	the	chalky	cliffs	several	days	trek	from
her	village.

He	began	to	speak	in	tongues,	in	a	language	that	resonated	somewhere	in	the
deep	recesses	of	her	soul.	She	surrendered	to	the	sound,	which	was	beautiful	and
dreadful,	harmonious	and	discordant	simultaneously.

Nothing	 seemed	 real.	 She	 floated	 on	 an	 endless	 sea	 of	 nothingness.	 The
nothingness	 of	 non-being.	 The	 nothingness	 of	 non-existence.	 As	 much	 as	 she
wanted	 to	push	back	 the	 tide,	 it	was	 relentless.	Smothering	her.	Drowning	her.
Consuming	her.

She	could	not	speak.	She	could	not	shriek	in	the	abyss	of	her	emptiness.
Silent,	she	gasped	for	air	and	floundered	in	a	pulsing	sea	of	empty	space.
She	 became	 aware	 of	 the	 blood	 bubbling	 within	 her,	 cells	 multiplying,

dividing,	joining,	separating.	Making	her	and	unmaking	her.
And	 as	 enigmatically	 and	 soundlessly	 as	 he	 came	 from	 the	 shadows,	 the

cruel	god	who	offered	her	revenge	departed.	Leaving	her	alone.	To	die	alone.
Kayne	had	sealed	her	fate	as	easily	as	he	had	sealed	her	in	this	tomb,	rolling

a	boulder	in	front	of	the	only	opening	and	leaving	her	with	fragmented	memories



of	a	past	that	no	longer	seemed	to	belong	to	her.
She	clawed	at	the	stone	till	her	fingernails	were	grated	away,	fingers	worn	to

bloody	bone.	Dug	her	bloody	stumps	into	hard	dirt.	Prayed	that	someone	would
pity	her	and	kill	her	quickly.	To	die	like	all	animals	would	be	a	blessing.	All	she
wanted	 was	 Danu’s	 mercy.	 To	 end	 her	 meaningless	 existence.	 To	 end	 the
excruciating	pain,	so	intense	she	could	barely	breathe,	a	pain	beyond	anything
she	could	ever	have	imagined.

But	her	torment	continued.
She	felt	hot	and	cold	simultaneously,	felt	it	resonating,	vibrating,	felt	her	very

being	 becoming	 one	 with	 it.	 The	 nothingness	 had	 felt	 cool,	 but	 the	 rage	 felt
scorching	hot.	It	was	as	if	the	air	itself	was	ready	to	snap	at	the	point	of	greatest
tension.	An	incredible	energy	was	building.	The	cave	itself	was	like	a	thousand
suns,	like	a	million	stars	coming	into	being.	She	could	barely	put	a	name	to	such
pain,	but	the	universe	was	laboring	for	a	monstrous	birth.	She	felt	the	fire	raging
inside	her,	peaking	at	a	fever	pitch,	scorching	the	very	fiber	of	her	being.	It	built
to	a	point	where	she	wanted	nothing	more	than	to	tear	off	her	own	skin,	shed	her
own	flesh,	claw	at	her	ribs,	and	crush	her	beating	heart	till	it	stopped	and	was
still.

Something	broke.
Her	heart	was	sprinting,	galloping,	charging	ahead,	blood	cells	like	shooting

stars	 falling	 from	 the	 sky	 to	 be	 replaced	 by	 bursting	 supernovas.	 She	 felt	 the
sharp	rebound	from	her	being,	her	core,	as	if	she	was	spiraling,	hurtling	toward
oblivion.	 Her	 back	 arched	 like	 a	 bow	 that	 shot	 its	 fiery	 arrow	 toward	 the
heavens,	her	bright	veins	unfurling	behind	its	fletching	and	nock	like	banners	in
the	wind,	tugging	at	her	soul	as	if	to	tear	it	from	her	body.

The	 screams	 were	 torn	 from	 her	 throat	 in	 pure	 agony.	 The	 shrieks	 that
signaled	the	savage	remained.	And	as	suddenly	as	it	had	begun,	it	was	all	over.

Silence.	Stillness.	Darkness.
Nothing.
When	she	came	to,	she	lay	curled	up	in	a	fetal	position	on	the	floor.	The	cave

was	swamped	by	the	pale	moonlight,	and	the	stone	had	been	rolled	back	from	the
entrance.



When	she	opened	her	eyes,	she	saw	everything.
When	she	opened	her	mind,	 the	world	expanded	infinitely.	The	sounds.	The

smells.	Everything	was	so	vibrant.	Pure.	Distinct.
This	was	Kayne’s	gift.
She	was	 alive	 to	 the	 beauty	 of	 the	 dark	 recesses	 of	 the	 cave	 that	 no	mere

mortal	 could	 see.	Millipedes	and	 tiny	 crustaceans	were	 feeding	on	 the	 fungus.
Peering	into	pools	of	water,	she	saw	thousands	of	insects	thriving	in	an	enclosed
universe	 of	 their	 own.	 And	 there	were	 smells,	 too,	 loamy	 and	 rich,	 something
metallic	and	sweet	and	warm	that	she	identified	as	“fox”	and	something	tangy
and	sharp,	laced	with	ammonia,	which	was	how	it	marked	its	territory.

She	inhaled,	but	there	was	barely	any	need.	The	oxygen	bubbled	in	her	blood
with	 her	 protracted	 breathing.	 Somehow,	 she	 knew	 it	 wouldn’t	 matter	 if	 she
stopped	breathing	since	she	was	unlikely	to	die.	But	she	liked	it.	She	liked	the	air,
the	smells,	the	tastes	and	realized	her	throat	was	parched.

She	 stood	 up	 in	 a	 swift	 and	 graceful	 motion,	 and	 strange,	 shroud-like
wrappings	 fell	 to	her	 feet,	 leaving	her	naked	and	free.	She	 looked	at	 the	grave
clothes	curiously,	trying	to	understand	why	she	was	wearing	such	a	garment.	It
seemed	wrong	somehow.

As	she	soundlessly	glided	across	the	floor	of	the	cave	without	leaving	a	mark
on	the	damp	soil,	her	skin	glowed	in	the	darkness,	as	luminous	as	the	moon	but
flawless,	smooth,	virgin	white.	Her	mind	registered	that	it	must	be	cold,	but	the
chill	did	not	permeate	her	skin.	She	felt	wonderful.	She	felt	alive.

She	 took	 a	 step	 outside	 the	 sanctuary	 of	 the	 cave,	 moving	 into	 the	 night.
Turning	her	 face	 to	 its	midnight	beauty,	 she	breathed	 in	 the	still	night	air.	The
wide,	wide	heavens	above	were	a	cache	of	sparkling	diamonds	scattered	across
black	 velvet.	 It	 was	 like	 stepping	 out	 into	 another	 realm.	 Nothing	 could	 have
prepared	her	for	this.	She	could	have	wept	at	the	wonder	of	it	all.

“Aislinn.”
She	turned	toward	his	voice.	If	she	thought	him	beautiful	before,	how	much

more	beautiful	was	he	now?	Shrugging	off	 the	 limitations	of	her	mortality,	she
saw	with	new	eyes	Kayne’s	divine	perfection.

“Aislinn,	come	out,”	he	commanded.



Fleet	footed,	as	graceful	as	a	doe,	she	ran	to	greet	her	maker.
A	 sharp	 crack	 resounded	 through	 the	 night	 air.	 She	 felt	 the	 tingling	 in	 her

hand	travel	all	the	way	up	her	arm	as	Kayne’s	cheek	momentarily	bore	the	livid
welt	of	her	palmprint.

She	 welcomed	 the	 blood	 rage	 welling	 up	 inside	 her.	 Her	 sparkling
cornflower-blue	 eyes	 narrowed	 murderously	 as	 she	 shouted,	 her	 voice	 a
celestial,	tinkling	melody,	“You	bastard!	Fuck,	that	hurt!”



A

CHAPTER	26

bloodcurdling	 scream	 shattered	 the	 sepulchral	 silence	 of	 the	 church.	 It
sounded	more	animal	than	human.	And	it	lasted	for—

“Two	minutes,	 fifty-six	seconds,”	said	Varya,	clocking	 it	on	her	stopwatch.
“That’s	the	longest	one	yet.	Pay	up.”

“I	 say	next	one	will	break	 the	 three-minute	mark	but	not	by	much,”	Caleb
said,	having	joined	them	in	their	vigil	as	Cooper	underwent	his	transition.	“Let’s
say	three	ten.	Double	or	nothing.”

“That’s	a	lot	of	coins,	old	man,”	Aislinn	said	in	a	discouraging	tone,	refusing
to	be	drawn	into	their	betting	game.	She	was	pacing	back	and	forth,	wearing	a
path	in	the	polished	marble	floor	tiles.	“Just	don’t	gamble	away	your	half	of	the
Nocturne.	I’ve	only	just	gotten	used	to	you	as	a	business	partner	and	not	my	drill
sergeant.”

“I	know	what	I’m	doing,”	he	grumbled	as	he	ran	a	hand	over	his	bald	head,
feeling	 like	 she	 was	 deliberately	 raining	 on	 his	 parade.	 She	 could	 be	 such	 a
killjoy	at	times.	“You’re	obviously	hangry.	Why	don’t	you	go	hunt?	It’ll	improve
your	temper.”

She	 sighed	 in	 exasperation,	 dark	 eyes	 flashing	 as	 they	 fixed	 on	 him.	 She
didn’t	blink.	“I’ve	just	snacked	on	a	blood	bag.	Besides,	I’m	waiting	for	Cooper.
Shouldn’t	be	long	now.	I’ll	eat	properly	when	I	take	him	on	his	first	hunt.”

“Suit	yourself,”	Caleb	muttered	under	his	breath	irritably.	“But	you	PMS	like
a	bitch	whenever	you	turn	a	human.	Thank	Vlad	it’s	only	the	third	time.”

An	 immensely	 strong	 leg	 shot	 out	 under	 the	 table,	 and	Caleb’s	 chair	went



flying	back	with	him	 in	 it,	 landing	with	 a	 resounding	 crash	halfway	down	 the
nave.

“Thank	 you,	 Varya,”	 Aislinn	 said,	 deep	 satisfaction	 in	 her	 tone	 as	 she
watched	Caleb	land	forcefully	on	his	ass.

“Girls	 gotta	 stick	 together,”	 Varya	 said,	 sweeping	 the	 large	 pile	 of	Aurum
Julius	coins	toward	her	from	across	the	table.	“Sorry,	Caleb,	I’m	done.	I’m	going
to	buy	a	castle	in	Transylvania	with	this	lot.	Besides,	it’s	my	turn	to	relieve	Cole,
and	 I’d	 rather	 send	him	up	here	with	you	 than	have	him	stay	down	 there	with
me.	I	can’t	guarantee	I	won’t	stake	him.”

The	 hours	 were	 slowly	 winding	 down,	 and	 they	 were	 all	 getting	 on	 each
other’s	nerves.	Being	cooped	up	like	caged	animals	wasn’t	the	natural	state	for	a
vampire.	They	were	predators,	and	they	needed	the	chase,	the	freedom,	the	thrill
of	the	hunt.

Another	 ear-splitting	 scream	 rocked	 the	 foundations	 of	 the	 safehouse.	This
one	went	on	and	on	and	on,	longer	than	the	last.

“Vlad’s	nuts,	I	would	have	won	that	bet,”	Caleb	groused,	pulling	out	in	one
sharp	movement	 the	wooden	 leg	of	 the	 chair	where	 it	 had	 impaled	him	 in	 the
ribs.	He	 shot	Varya	a	dirty	 look	as	 there	was	now	a	 large	 rip	 in	his	T-shirt.	 “I
must	 say,	 his	 screams	 are	 at	 least	 drowning	 out	 Cole’s	 awful	 poetry.	 Small
mercies.	Listen.	Sounds	like	he’s	about	to	die—or	burning	witches	at	the	stake.”

Aislinn	 tilted	 her	 head	 to	 one	 side,	 listening	 intently	 to	 something	 beyond
any	frequency	humans	could	perceive.	“You’re	right.	He’s	about	to	die.	It’s	time.
His	heart	is	accelerating	wildly.	Can	you	hear	it?”

Varya	turned	to	look	at	Aislinn	with	the	greatest	respect.	“Are	you	ready	to
meet	your	new	offspring?”

Aislinn	stopped	pacing	and	turned	to	face	them.	She	looked	radiant.	“Yes.”

When	 they	 arrived	 at	 the	 Crypt,	 Cole	 had	 gone	 silent.	 The	 anticipation	 was
killing	 him.	 He’d	 never	 had	 any	 siblings	 when	 he	 was	 human,	 and	 he	 often
wondered	what	 it	was	like	for	big	brothers	 to	go	to	the	hospital	and	meet	 their



new	brother	or	sister	as	he	saw	the	humans	do.
He	had	observed	 for	decades	 the	propagation	of	 their	 species	but	had	only

experienced	Dorian’s	 rebirth,	 and	 that	was	 a	 huge	 letdown	 since	Dorian	never
cared	 about	 protocol	 and	 simply	 strode	 out	 the	 door	 and	 into	 the	 night	 alone.
Aislinn	 had	 done	 her	 best.	 She	 had	 taught	 him	 to	 hunt,	 but	 that	 only	 made
Dorian	a	very	dangerous	predator,	a	shark	in	an	urban	fish	tank.	The	mess	he’d
left	behind	forced	Caleb	and	Aislinn	to	imprison	him	for	eighteen	months	while
he	learned	to	control	himself.	The	head	of	their	coven	had	only	laughed,	calling
it	 the	 antics	 of	 children.	Curiously,	 Julius	was	 far	 less	 indulgent	when	 anyone
else	did	the	same.

Aislinn	approached	the	steel	door,	squeezing	Cole’s	hand	as	she	passed	him.
The	 others	 formed	 a	 tense	 semicircle	 around	 her,	 the	 moment	 building	 with
anticipation.	All	was	silent	from	within.	The	thudding	of	Cooper’s	heart	had	died
down	to	a	 rate	 that	was	so	slow,	 it	could	only	be	compared	 to	 the	growth	of	a
white	cedar	tree.

Nervous	now,	Aislinn	took	an	unnecessary	deep	breath	and	nodded	at	Caleb.
The	door	slid	back.

There	was	a	shimmer	in	the	darkness,	a	streak	of	white	like	a	shooting	star	in
the	sky,	coming	at	them	from	across	the	chamber.

“Cooper.”
Air	hissed	up	the	fledgling	vampire’s	throat	as	he	snarled,	low	and	guttural,

and	leaped	back	against	a	padded	wall	defensively.	Aislinn	could	see	his	muscles
bunched,	 ready	 to	 spring,	 afraid	 of	 the	 unknown	 element	 entering	 the	 empty
space.

“Cooper,	 it’s	 all	 right.	 It’s	 me.	 Aislinn.”	 She	 stepped	 closer	 to	 where	 the
newborn	vampire	crouched,	and	the	others	closed	ranks	at	the	entrance	to	ensure
he	 didn’t	 escape.	 It	was	 a	 defensive	 fortification,	 a	wall	 of	 stronger	 and	 older
immortals.

She	was	careful	not	 to	spook	him,	approaching	him	as	softly	and	gently	as
one	would	approach	a	prowling,	territorial	lion.	“Cooper.	Look	at	me.”

Aislinn	 stopped	 short,	 giving	 him	 time	 to	 adjust.	 She	 noted	 how	 he	 was
processing	the	new	information,	cataloging	everything.	He	was	already	doing	the



math,	 assessing	 the	 threat	 in	his	peripheral	vision,	 the	distance	 to	 the	opening,
the	distance	to	the	delicious	humans	whom	he	could	smell	outside	the	safehouse.

His	dark	eyes	homed	in	to	focus	on	Aislinn	alone.
She	moved	forward	quickly.	One	step.	Two	steps.	And	placed	one	pale	white

hand	on	Cooper’s	head.	He	stopped	snarling	and	raised	his	face	toward	her.	His
eyes	went	wide,	 dark	 as	 pitch	 black	 in	 a	 face	 that	was	 as	 smooth	 and	 pale	 as
bone	 and	 marble.	 He	 was	 ethereal.	 Gorgeous.	 Stunning	 to	 behold.	 He	 had	 a
masculine	beauty	with	something	otherworldly,	impossible	to	define.

Aislinn	 reached	 inside	 for	 the	Mark	 of	Cain.	His	 dark	 light.	His	 power.	 It
spread	its	cold	heat	through	his	flesh	like	that	strange	sensation	when	his	fingers
felt	frozen	yet	running	his	hands	under	cold	water	made	them	burn.	But	he	felt
no	 pain	 now,	 only	 a	 familiar	 sense	 of	 rightness	 and	 of	 homecoming,
overwhelming	the	edges	of	the	universe.

Finally,	 Cooper’s	 Mark	 of	 Cain	 flared	 in	 response	 to	 hers.	 Darkly	 black
beneath	the	whiteness	of	ghostly	skin.	A	Malum.

The	 others	 responded	with	 a	 collective	 indrawn	 breath.	 His	Mark	 of	 Cain
caught	them	all	by	surprise	coming	from	a	hunter	chosen	by	the	church	and	once
marked	by	the	Immortal	Huntress.	Surely,	it	was	not	possible?

A	Malum.
Holy	shit	balls!
Aislinn	was	the	only	one	who	remained	unaffected.	She	knew	that	the	most

pure-blooded	among	them	held	the	deepest	rage,	and	she	had	sensed	the	rage	in
Cooper	 from	 the	 very	 first.	 He	 would	 learn	 in	 time	 that	 having	 the	 most
infectious	blood,	 the	darkest	soul,	was	not	a	weakness	but	a	strength.	 It	would
aid	him	in	his	survival.

Aislinn	turned	to	the	other	vampires.	“Behold,	here	is	your	brother.	As	in	our
lore,	we	will	not	sleep,	but	we	will	be	changed	in	a	flash,	in	the	twinkling	of	an
eye,	and	the	dead	will	be	raised	imperishable,	and	we	will	be	transformed.	For
the	 perishable	 must	 clothe	 itself	 with	 the	 imperishable,	 and	 the	 mortal	 with
immortality.	When	 the	 perishable	 has	 been	 clothed	with	 the	 imperishable,	 and
the	mortal	with	 immortality,	 then	 the	 saying	 that	 is	written	 becomes	 the	 truth:
‘Death	 has	 been	 swallowed	 up	 in	 victory.’	Rise,	Cooper	Carter,	 and	 take	 your



place	among	us.	Inherit	the	eternal	realm	so	that	you	may	live	forever.”
“Death	 has	 been	 swallowed	 up	 in	 victory,”	 the	 other	 vampires	 intoned.

“Welcome,	brother.”
Cooper	got	to	his	feet.	The	movement	was	graceful	and	fluid	like	the	running

water	of	a	stream.	He	gazed	about	him	uncertainly,	his	eyes	still	wide	and	dark.
Slowly	regaining	his	composure,	he	asked	 in	a	voice	 that	was	as	melodious	as
wind	chimes,	“That’s	it?”

Aislinn	 nodded	 regally.	 Aloof	 as	 an	 ice	 queen.	 Then	 she	 gave	 a	 brilliant
smile	and,	looping	her	arm	through	his,	drew	him	toward	the	others.

Cole	came	up	to	congratulate	his	new	sibling,	drawing	him	into	a	brotherly
hug.	“It’s	over,	bro.	Well,	apart	from	your	first	hunt.	I	can’t	wait.	It’s	going	to	be
so	much	fun.”

Caleb	 smacked	 his	 hands	 together.	 “Right,	 the	 formalities	 are	 over.	 Let’s
celebrate.	Drinks	are	on	me.”

“Let	me	buy	you	a	drink,	Caleb.”	Varya	laughed,	slapping	him	on	the	back.
“Thanks	to	you	and	Cooper,	I’ve	got	your	money	burning	a	hole	in	my	pocket.”

Cooper	 looked	 confused	 at	 Varya’s	 statement,	 but	 Aislinn	 didn’t	 care	 to
enlighten	 him.	No	 newborn	 vampire	 liked	 to	 find	 out	 that	 they	 screamed	 and
cried	 like	 a	 baby	 during	 the	 transition.	 Thank	Vlad,	 she’d	 been	 turned	 before
there	was	a	safehouse	and	all	 the	formalities	the	Atum	Council	had	insisted	on
imposing.	Otherwise,	the	legend	of	her	turning	might	have	been	vastly	different.

“We’ll	catch	up	with	you	later,”	Aislinn	said,	walking	toward	the	door.	She
looked	over	 at	 her	 two	progenies	 and	winked.	 “Let’s	go	hunting,	 boys.	Come,
Cooper,	you	need	to	feed.	Cole	and	I	will	show	you	how.”

Outside	in	the	night	air,	Cooper	breathed	deeply.	It	was	a	strange	sensation.	He
didn’t	feel	 the	urgency	to	breathe,	but	he	enjoyed	the	way	it	clearly	brought	 to
him	 his	 surroundings.	 In	 that	 breath,	 he	 could	 smell	 and	 taste	 the	 crisp	 ice
forming	on	 the	 lakes	 and	 rivers,	 the	 damp,	 fecund	Earth	 beneath	 the	 layers	 of
concrete	paving	and	granite,	 the	path	people	had	taken	hours	before	during	the



day	 as	 their	 scent	 still	 lingered	 behind	 with	 smells	 of	 fresh	 pine,	 roasting
chestnuts,	dusty	ornaments	pulled	down	from	the	attic,	and	mulled	wine.

Everything	 seemed	 to	 have	 a	 clarity	 and	 sharpness	 that	 he	 had	 failed	 to
notice	with	his	human	eyes.	Already,	his	mind	was	expanding,	his	senses	swiftly
moving	 beyond	 this	 suburb	 of	 London	 and	 farther	 afield	 to	 where	 the	 planes
took	off	from	Heathrow.	He	was	astounded	at	the	extent	of	his	awareness.

He	looked	at	his	pale	limbs	under	the	bluish	moonlight	in	wonder,	marveling
at	how	they	instantaneously	and	reflexively	responded	to	his	thoughts.	It	was	far
different	 than	what	 he	was	 used	 to,	 faster	 and	 smoother.	 Perhaps	 the	 neurons,
those	 electrically	 excitable	 cells,	 instantly	 processed	 and	 transmitted	 the
information.	Perhaps	the	electro-chemical	signaling	was	so	finely	tuned,	it	didn’t
require	time	to	process.	Whatever.	There	was	no	hesitation.

“A	word	 of	warning,”	Cole	 told	 his	 new	brother.	 “Vampires	 can’t	 fly.	You
can	 jump,	 leap,	 all	 of	 that,	 but	you	can’t	 fly.	Don’t	bother	 trying	unless	you’d
like	 to	 try	 jumping	 out	 of	 a	 plane	without	 a	 parachute	 like	 some	of	 the	 thrill-
seeking	vampires	who	like	to	show-off.	I	did	actually	write	an	ode	for	Benjamin
once	when	he	 skydived	nude	 from	 the	north	 face	of	Mt.	Everest—he’s	a	great
guy,	 and	 you’ll	 meet	 him	 soon—but	 unfortunately,	 he	 made	 me	 tear	 it	 up
because	he’s	so	modest.”

Aislinn	snorted,	 stifling	a	 laugh.	“Modesty”	was	not	a	word	she	associated
with	Benjamin,	any	more	than	“empathetic”	could	be	associated	with	Dorian.

Cooper	 was	 captivated	 by	 the	 sound	 made	 by	 his	 creator,	 even	 this
dismissive	noise	sounded	like	the	lyrical	cadences	of	the	wind	through	tall	grass,
reminding	him	of	his	home.	But	when	he	thought	of	Tyler	and	its	inhabitants,	it
was	 like	 trying	 to	 see	 through	 foggy	 glass	 or	 swimming	 without	 goggles	 in
water,	somewhat	cloudy	and	distorted.

“Will	I	forget	what	it	was	like	to	be	human?”	he	asked,	suddenly	alarmed.
Reading	 the	 expression	 on	 his	 face,	Aislinn	 smiled	 encouragingly.	 “No.	A

vampire’s	recall	is	infallible.	In	time,	you’ll	remember	more,	especially	after	you
feed.	It’s	the	same	for	vampires	as	it	is	for	humans.	If	you’re	hungry,	you	can’t
think	clearly.	You	must	be	feeling	that	way	now.”

“Same,”	 Cole	 said,	 nodding.	 “Parched.	 Dry.	 Throat	 slightly	 burning.



Vampires	 feel	 it	 in	 their	 throat,	 in	 their	 veins,	 not	 their	 stomachs.	 You’re
probably	feeling	it	too.”

Cooper	looked	wary.	The	thirst	was	burning	the	back	of	his	throat.	It	felt	like
acid.	But	the	smell	of	the	nearby	humans	was	intoxicating.	He	craved	their	blood
with	 an	 overpowering	 need.	 Without	 even	 thinking,	 his	 teeth	 snapped	 down,
incisors	 extending,	 long	 and	 sharp	 and	 deadly,	 and	 he	 snarled,	 ready	 to	 hurtle
into	the	maze	of	London	streets	when—

His	 head	 snapped	 back	 with	 a	 resounding	 crack	 as	 Aislinn	 slapped	 him.
Hard.	Though	the	thirst	continued	to	burn,	the	slap	had	freed	him	from	the	spell
of	human	blood.

“Second	rule	of	hunting:	control	 the	 thirst	or	 it	will	control	you.”	Her	eyes
glittered	dangerously,	and	he	noted	how	Aislinn	and	Cole	flanked	him	closely	on
both	sides.	“You	can	control	the	thirst	in	the	same	way	you	might	have	stopped
yourself	 as	 a	 human.	 People	 fast	 all	 the	 time—for	 religious	 reasons,	 to	 raise
money	 for	 charity,	 before	 they	 go	 in	 for	 an	 operation.	 That’s	 not	 to	 say	 they
aren’t	hungry,	but	they	exercise	control.	You	can	do	this.	Trust	me.”

She	 was	 right.	 The	 scent	 of	 human	 blood	 had	 governed	 him	 completely.
There	 was	 nothing	 else	 that	 had	 mattered	 more	 to	 him	 in	 that	 moment	 than
satisfying	the	hunger.	Even	now,	he	was	struggling	to	get	himself	under	control.
It	was	instinctive	to	obey	that	thirst,	a	single-minded	compulsion	that	overruled
all	other	needs.

“Fifth	rule	of	hunting:	be	aware	of	your	environment.	You	don’t	hunt	where
you	might	 place	 yourself	 in	 danger,	 unless	 you’ve	 first	 assessed	 the	 risks	 and
outcomes.	There	are	many	areas	of	London	and	people	you	should	avoid.”	She
took	a	step	back	in	trust.	“Like	sanctified	ground	and	hunters	and	shapeshifters
and	the	occasional	demon.”

“It’s	 good	 to	 have	 an	 escape	 route	 planned,”	 Cole	 said.	 “You	 never	 know
when	you’re	going	to	need	it.”

Cooper	 nodded,	 his	 dark	 blond	 hair	 looking	 almost	 black	 in	 the	 night.	He
didn’t	know	how	much	longer	he	could	exercise	self-control.	He	was	starving.	It
was	the	thirst	of	three	days	spent	in	hell.	“Any	other	rules?”

Aislinn	 could	 see	 the	 hunger	 battling	 against	 reason	 in	 his	 rigid	 stance.



“Several	 hundred,	 but	 we	 can	 deal	 with	 those	 later.	 You’re	 hungry	 and	 so	 is
Cole.	Let’s	get	you	something	to	eat.	Follow	me.”



A

CHAPTER	27

islinn	had	brought	 them	 to	a	part	of	east	London	where	drug	gang	 turf
wars	 were	 constantly	 breaking	 out	 as	 police	 lost	 control	 of	 the	 local

streets.	This	was	prime	feeding	ground,	and	other	than	stipulating	they	were	not
to	harm	children,	she	gave	them	leave	to	hunt.

“Watch	me,	 and	 I’ll	 show	you	 how,”	 she	 said	 and	 very	 casually	 sauntered
into	 the	 local	 takeout	 chicken	 shop,	 a	 front	 for	 some	serious	drug	deals	where
many	 gang	 members	 congregated.	 There	 was	 the	 unmistakable	 scent	 of
testosterone	in	the	air,	but	the	haze	of	drugs	and	the	underlying	threat	of	violence
cast	a	pall	over	everything.

Cooper	could	feel	his	hackles	rising,	suddenly	feeling	the	need	to	protect	his
maker	over	 the	desperate	desire	 to	quench	his	 thirst.	He	barely	 recognized	 the
feral	 growl	 issuing	 from	 his	 lips,	 nor	 the	 wickedly-sharp,	 ivory	 incisors
extending	into	place.

“Calm	 down.	 She’s	 in	 no	 danger.”	 Cole’s	 voice	 was	 quiet	 as	 he	 placed	 a
restraining	 arm	 against	 the	 younger	 vampire.	 “Watch	 closely.	 It’s	 a	 thing	 of
infinite	 beauty.	 Poetry	 in	motion.	 I	 only	wish	 I	 could	 capture	 it	 in	words,	 but
unfortunately,	there	are	none	that	would	do	it	justice.”

Cole	was	right.	It	was	different	watching	the	chase	and	slaying	as	a	vampire,
compared	 to	 holding	 the	 morally	 outraged	 perspective	 of	 a	 human	 hunter.
Dispassionately,	he	could	now	admire	the	grace,	 the	elegance,	and	precision	of
the	kill.

Aislinn	was	magnificent	to	behold,	an	avenging	angel.



It	 was	 like	 viewing	 a	 David	 Attenborough	 nature	 documentary	 but	 much
more	sensual	and	fiercer.	As	Cooper	continued	to	observe	his	maker,	he	saw	how
the	 threat	 of	 violence	 became	 a	mad,	 cowardly	 scramble	 for	 their	 lives	 as	 the
young	 gang	 members	 realized	 they	 faced	 a	 very	 real	 danger	 that	 outclassed
them.

“Now,”	Cole	 said,	 urging	Cooper	 forward	 to	 chase	 down	 those	 fleeing	 on
foot,	 herding	 them	 toward	 their	 deaths.	 It	 wasn’t	 much	 of	 a	 fight.	 Guns	 and
knives	were	little	match	for	a	vampire’s	fangs.

Cooper	was	on	top	of	the	ugliest	of	them,	a	fierce	brute	built	like	a	football
player.	 The	 weapon	 he	 pulled	 from	 the	 back	 of	 his	 jeans	 and	 fired	 on	 the
newborn	 vampire	 failed	 to	 penetrate	 his	 bulletproof	 skin,	 the	 shots	 as
bothersome	as	paintballs.

Cooper	 unerringly	 sought	 the	 man’s	 throat,	 and	 his	 teeth	 locked	 precisely
over	 the	 jugular,	 slicing	 through	sinew,	sinking	 into	 the	carotid	artery	 that	was
pumping	 blood	 and	 adrenaline	 through	 the	 gang	 member’s	 body.	 Whatever
resistance	 the	man	 tried	 to	 put	 up	was	 pitifully	 weak,	 no	match	 for	 Cooper’s
commanding	strength.

It	 was	 as	 effortless	 as	 biting	 into	 sponge	 cake	 as	 he	 feasted	 on	 the	 rich,
metallic	warmth	of	human	blood.	It	should	have	bothered	him	more	than	it	did,
but	he	was	no	longer	human.	The	taste	was	better	than	anything	he	could	have
imagined,	and	it	immediately	soothed	the	raging	thirst	as	he	drank	it	down	with	a
greedy	urgency.	The	man’s	struggles	 lessened,	grew	feeble,	as	did	his	screams.
Eventually,	there	was	only	the	gurgle	of	his	dying	breaths.

“Let	 him	 go	 now,”	 Aislinn	 advised.	 “Rule	 twenty-three.	 It’s	 better	 not	 to
continue	 to	 feed	 after	 the	 heart	 stops	 beating.	 It’ll	 make	 you	 sick.”	 She	 was
standing	behind	him,	leaning	against	a	mesh	wire	fence,	watching	his	first	feed.
For	some	reason,	he	felt	immensely	proud	of	his	first	kill.

Obeying	 her,	 he	 dropped	 the	 body	 carelessly	 to	 the	 ground,	 and	 a	warmth
radiated	through	him,	the	man’s	blood	coursing	through	his	own	body,	spreading
even	 to	 the	 fine	hairs	covering	his	 flesh	and	his	 fingernails	and	eyelashes.	But
still,	he	felt	hungry.

“Go	on,”	she	urged	with	a	light	laugh.	“Help	your	brother	finish	off	his	meal.



He	can’t	possibly	eat	it	all.”
Needing	no	 further	urging,	Cooper	 joined	Cole	 and	hunted	down	 the	other

men	with	the	speed	of	a	cheetah.	It	was	all	over	in	mere	seconds,	the	hunt,	the
kill,	 the	 feasting.	Extraordinarily	 fast	 and	 furious.	He’d	 polished	 off	 about	 six
grown	men	by	the	time	he	was	finished	and	finally	satiated.	And	he	didn’t	even
feel	tired.

“How	often	must	I	feed?”	he	asked,	wiping	blood	away	from	his	mouth	with
the	 back	 of	 his	 hand.	 Already,	 he	 felt	 the	 primal	 urgency	 of	 all	 animals	 for
survival.

“Good	 question,”	Cole	 cried	 out	 in	 response.	 “That’s	 rule	 eight.”	 Then	 he
lowered	his	head	to	drain	the	last	dregs	before	his	meal	went	cold.

The	 tips	 of	 her	mouth	 curved	 up	 indulgently	 at	 the	 antics	 of	 her	 firstborn.
“You	can	go	without	feeding	for	three	days	at	the	most	before	you	start	to	slow
down.”	Her	voice	was	gentle	and	comforting,	but	solemn.	“When	that	happens,
you’ll	feel	it.	The	coldness	comes	upon	you,	the	exhaustion	and	weakness.	You
will	also	be	more	susceptible	to	a	stronger	vampire’s	will.	As	a	newborn,	it’s	best
to	 feed	regularly,	even	more	 than	once	a	day,	so	you	can	grow	stronger.	But	 it
depends	on	how	much	you	can	stomach.	You’ll	figure	it	out.”	She	shrugged	and
turned	instinctively	in	the	direction	of	the	Nocturne,	her	navigation	as	unerring
as	a	homing	pigeon.	Waiting	for	Cole	to	catch	up,	she	said,	“C’mon,	let’s	go	join
the	others.”

“‘The	Frost	performs	its	secret	ministry,	unhelped	by	any	wind’,”	Cole	happily
recited	as	they	passed	Canary	Wharf	and	the	Isle	of	Dogs.

“That’s	plagiarism,	Cole,”	Aislinn	warned	sternly.	“We’ve	had	a	chat	about
this.”

“Yeah,	I	know,”	he	replied	in	a	whining	voice.	“But	no	one	says	it	better	than
my	late	cousin.	Besides,	I—”

But	Aislinn	 cut	 him	 off,	 halting	midstride.	 “Quiet.	 Look	 up.	 There	wasn’t
meant	to	be	a	Blood	Moon	scheduled	for	tonight.	I’m	certain	of	it.”



A	 false	 dawn	brilliantly	 illuminated	 the	horizon,	 streaking	 it	with	 crimson,
leaving	it	a	bloody	smear	against	the	night	sky.	Looming	high	above,	the	moon’s
orangey-red	appearance	bathed	the	frozen	landscape	in	shimmering	red,	from	the
snow	on	the	ground	which	resembled	a	pool	of	congealing	blood,	to	the	icicles
on	 the	 barren	 branches	 and	 eaves	 that	 now	 took	 on	 the	 appearance	 of	 bloody
stakes.	The	reflection	of	the	moon	glimmered	atop	the	still	water	of	the	Thames
in	pretty	red	circles.

“Awesome!”	 Cole	 exclaimed,	 slapping	 Cooper	 on	 the	 back.	 “On	 your
rebirthday	 too.	 It’s	auspicious.	When	 the	 sun,	moon,	and	Earth	align,	 I	get	 the
feeling	we	vampires	are	also	meant	to	be	a	part	of	this	universe.	It’s	that	kind	of
feeling,	don’t	you	think?”

That	 wasn’t	 quite	 the	 feeling	 Aislinn	 got	 at	 that	 moment.	 A	 shiver	 went
through	her,	the	hair	on	the	back	of	her	neck	began	to	rise,	and	she	froze.	“It’s	an
omen,	all	right.	But	not	an	auspicious	one.”

“Oh,	c’mon,	Aislinn,”	Cole	scoffed,	becoming	alarmed	at	her	still	figure	and
the	anxiety	written	on	his	brother’s	face.	“The	lunar	god	isn’t	really	angry	with
us.	The	harvest	won’t	be	affected,	and	no	virgins	need	be	sacrificed	to	appease
her	terrible	wrath.	Thank	Vlad.”

But	 at	 the	 mention	 of	 virgins	 appeasing	 the	 gods,	 Aislinn	 hissed	 fiercely.
“This	is	the	work	of	dark	mages.	They’re	here.	The	Druids.”

Cole	 gave	 a	 feeble	 laugh,	 trying	 hard	 to	 break	 the	 tension.	 “Well,	 maybe
they’re	going	to	Styx	to	party.	It’s	approaching	winter	solstice,	after	all.”

“What	 did	 you	 say?”	 Aislinn	 swiveled	 in	 Cole’s	 direction	 so	 fast,	 her
movement	 was	 a	 blur.	 “OMV!	 You’re	 right.	 It’s	 approaching	 winter	 solstice.
Why	didn’t	I	think	of	that?”

Cooper	was	looking	extremely	uncomfortable	and	feeling	totally	lost,	despite
his	recent	feed.	He	had	no	idea	what	they	were	talking	about,	but	he	had	a	bad
feeling.	And,	as	a	hunter—well,	in	a	previous	life—he	had	learned	to	trust	those
gut	 instincts.	Pushing	his	mop	of	 blond	hair	 out	 of	 his	 eyes,	 he	 asked	bluntly,
“What’s	going	on?”

“They’re	 here	 for	me,”	 she	 said	 somberly.	Her	 obsidian	 eyes	were	 intense
and	very	focused.



“Woah,	hold	on	there,”	Cooper	said	in	his	sexy	Texan	accent.	“Who’s	here?
And	why	are	they	after	you?	If	they’re	even	after	you.”

Aislinn	gritted	her	teeth.	“They’re	not	after	me.	I’m	after	them.”
“Okaaaayyyy,”	he	drawled.	Things	were	becoming	muddier	by	the	minute.
She	felt	a	hot,	bitter	spark	of	rage	ignite	at	the	injustice	of	it	all.	She	couldn’t

involve	her	offspring.	This	wasn’t	their	fight.	“It	doesn’t	matter.	You’re	going	to
the	Nocturne.	Caleb	will	keep	you	both	safe.	Cole,	take	your	brother	and	leave
now.”

But	for	once	in	his	life,	Cole	showed	backbone,	standing	up	to	the	daughter
of	Kayne.	“No.	I’m	not	going	anywhere	until	you	tell	us	what’s	going	on.	I	want
an	explanation.”

Aislinn’s	voice	got	sharp	and	worried.	“This	isn’t	your	fight.	I	can’t	protect
you.”

“Well,	if	it’s	a	blood-feud	thing,	I’m	in.	Family	comes	first.	Blood	is	thicker
than	water	and	all	that.”

“Cole,	please.	This	is	not	the	kind	of	fight	where	you	emerge	the	hero.”	She
looked	helplessly	at	Cooper	for	understanding.	But	he	stared	her	in	the	eye,	also
refusing	 to	 back	 down.	 “They	 take	 your	 life	 force.	 You	 die.	 The	 end.	 Game
over.”

Her	 face	 was	 flushed	 with	 anger.	 It	 made	 her	 twice	 as	 beautiful	 and
formidable.

Cole	shook	his	fair	head	in	agitation,	demanding,	“How	do	you	know	that?”
“Because	 that’s	what	happened	 to	my	sister!”	Aislinn’s	 face	went	very	still

and	smooth,	but	there	was	something	wild	and	terrible	in	her	eyes.
Cole	 and	 Cooper	 exchanged	 a	 long	 look.	 This	 was	 news	 to	 them	 both.

Whenever	Cole	 had	 thought	 of	Aislinn,	 he’d	 never	 imagined	 her	 as	 a	 human.
And	if	he	had	imagined	her	as	a	human,	he	would	not	have	pegged	her	as	having
any	 family	 at	 all.	 It	 wasn’t	 that	 he	 imagined	 she	 was	 orphaned	 at	 birth	 or
anything	quite	as	dramatic	as	that,	but	he	just	saw	her	as	completely	self-reliant.

But	in	some	strange	way,	it	made	perfect	sense	to	him	that	she	would	have	a
sister	whom	she	was	intent	on	avenging.

“I’m	still	coming	with	you,”	he	said,	displaying	his	unyielding	loyalty	to	his



maker.
Cooper,	surprised,	looked	at	them	both.	“Me	too.”
“Are	you	out	of	your	minds?”	Aislinn’s	voice	was	seething	and	yet	remained

a	crescendo	of	tinkling	bells.	She	glared	at	her	offspring	ferociously.	They	didn’t
even	blink.

“You’re	out	of	your	mind	if	you	think	we’ll	let	you	face	dark	mages	alone,”
Cooper	argued.	“Do	you	have	any	idea	what	you’re	up	against?	No?	Well,	I	do
and	I	have.	I	was	trained	to	fight	witches	and	mages	and	vampires.”	He	gave	an
apologetic	 shrug.	“And	I’m	 telling	you	 that	you	can	use	my	skills.	You’d	be	a
dumbass	not	to.”

Dumbass?	Her	 eyebrows	 raised	 at	 his	 use	 of	 the	word	 in	 connection	with
herself.	But	she	acknowledged	that	Cooper	did	have	a	point.	Logic	suggested	she
would	be	at	a	disadvantage	against	powerful	dark	mages	who	had	leap-frogged
through	 time	 to	 gain	 the	 life	 force	 of	 living	 beings	 for	 their	 twisted	 purposes.
She’d	be	a	fool	not	to	accept	help	when	it	was	so	freely	offered.

“It’s	 a	 suicide	 mission,”	 she	 said,	 trying	 in	 a	 last-ditch	 effort	 to	 dissuade
them.

Cole	flashed	a	grin	and	then	shrugged	nonchalantly.	“I’m	in.”
“They’re	the	kind	I	like	best,”	Cooper	agreed.
Aislinn	rolled	her	eyes	in	response.	“Dumbass.”

“You	 know	 it’s	 a	 bloody	 stupid	 rule	 to	 never	 bring	 a	 phone	 on	 a	 hunt,”	 Cole
grumbled	as	they	raced	to	a	more	defensible	position.	“We	could	really	do	with
some	 reinforcements	 now,	 and	 also	 get	 Cooper	 kitted	 out	 with	 some	 proper
weapons.”

Aislinn	ignored	him.	It	was	a	good	thing	Varya	hadn’t	been	present,	since	she
wouldn’t	 have	 liked	 her	 dagger	 she’d	 lent	 Cooper	 for	 his	 first	 hunt—his	 own
weapons	useless	to	him	now	because	they’d	been	blessed—being	referred	to	as
less	than	a	proper	weapon.	She	might	even	have	emasculated	Cole	to	prove	her
point.



Cole	 was	 also	 pushing	 things	 when	 he	 inferred	 she	 needed	 assistance	 in
taking	 down	 the	Druids.	This	was	 something	 she	 had	 been	waiting	 for	 all	 her
vampire	 life,	 and	 she	 let	 the	 blood	 rage	 fuel	 her	 until	 she	was	 brimming	with
vengeance	and	burning	with	the	desire	for	justice.

“So,	Cooper,	what’s	your	weapon	of	choice?”	Cole	asked	as	he	followed	up
the	rear,	oblivious	to	the	tension	in	the	air	around	them.

Cooper	threw	a	glance	over	his	shoulder	at	Cole.	“The	bow	and	arrow.”
Aislinn	snorted.	“Figures.	Human	hunters	and	 their	 flaming	cypress	stakes.

Well,	 you’ll	 be	 avoiding	 them	 now.	 Just	 remember	 that	 tonight	 when	 we’re
fighting.	What	was	once	your	highway	to	heaven	has	become	your	motorway	to
hell.	You’re	not	immune	to	those	things	anymore.”

“How	do	you	feel	about	an	ax	or	a	machete?”	Cole	asked	the	other	vampire,
unaware	of	how	Cooper’s	brows	furrowed	and	his	mouth	turned	down	in	a	frown
of	flat	rejection.	“Or	maybe	a	tomahawk?”

“Crossbow,”	Aislinn	said	with	finality,	sensing	the	brightening	glance	of	her
new	 offspring.	 “We’ll	 get	 him	 fitted	 with	 everything	 he	 needs	 when	 we	 get
home.”

At	 the	 mention	 of	 home,	 Cooper	 felt	 pleasantly	 surprised.	 A	 happiness
spilled	through	him	and	expanded	to	fill	all	the	hollow	places	in	his	once-human
heart.	Home.	He	liked	the	sound	of	that.

But	he	had	to	stay	alive	first.
He	briefly	wondered	if	that	was	one	of	the	rules	of	the	hunt.



A

CHAPTER	28

dark	 bank	 of	 what	 looked	 like	 fast-moving	 clouds	 in	 a	 blood-red	 sky
seemed	 to	 be	 converging	 on	 London.	 The	wind	whipped	 up	 the	 snow,

sending	flurries	spiraling	around	them,	cracking	the	branches	of	the	hoar-frosted
trees	so	 that	 icicles	and	pine	needles	fell	 like	poisonous	darts	at	 their	feet.	The
area	was	empty	of	pedestrians	at	this	time	of	night,	which	left	it	eerily	quiet	and
stripped	bare,	despite	the	industrial	buildings	and	skyscrapers.	Though	the	bitter
atmosphere	didn’t	affect	the	vampires,	it	blanketed	the	city	ominously.

The	black	clouds	seemed	to	unnaturally	move	in	their	direction.
Disturbed,	 Aislinn	 looked	 up,	 not	 bothering	 to	 shield	 her	 eyes	 from	 the

piercing	wind	that	would	have	blinded	a	mere	mortal	and	cut	to	the	bone.	With
her	extremely	long-sighted	vision,	she	noted	the	colony	of	bats	fuming	with	wild
wings,	heading	murderously	toward	them.	“Incoming!	Get	ready!”

Startled,	Cooper	 followed	 her	 eyeline	 and	 saw	 a	 blanket	 of	 dense	 black,	 a
rush	of	leathery	wings	and	claws	beating	their	way	across	the	face	of	the	Blood
Moon	in	a	straight	path	with	the	three	of	them	as	obvious	targets.

“Bats,	 how	 appropriate,”	 he	 murmured,	 able	 to	 be	 heard	 over	 the	 high-
pitched	squeaking	that	the	spectral	bats	were	now	suddenly	making.

Aislinn	 shot	 him	 a	 dirty	 look,	 disgusted	 at	 the	 stereotype.	 “Bite	 your
tongue!”

They	could	easily	have	outrun	 these	careening,	vicious	creatures,	but	 there
was	no	need.

A	sharp,	brutal	attack	at	Aislinn’s	ear	and	another	at	her	right	cheek	caused



her	only	a	momentary	distraction.	There	was	no	stinging	pain	as	blood	trickled
down	her	 face	and,	 as	 instantly,	 the	wound	healed.	But	 she	didn’t	 even	bother
wiping	it	clean.	Bats	couldn’t	hurt	them,	but	they	could	cause	them	to	lose	focus.

Instantly,	 Aislinn	 was	 alert,	 scanning	 the	 area	 for	 other	 signs	 of	 the
approaching	Druids.

A	high-pitched	scream	reverberated	through	the	night	as	hundreds	of	leathery
wings	swiftly	and	savagely	beat	against	Cole’s	uncovered	head	and	back,	needle-
like	claws	catching	at	his	mop	of	fair	hair.

“Stop	it,	stop	it,	you	foul	things,”	he	cried,	swatting	them	away	ineffectually.
Throwing	his	arms	up,	he	waved	them	about	and	kept	his	pretty	face	down	for
protection.	“Stop!	That’s	an	Armani	silk	scarf.	Ow.	Ow.	Let	go.	D’you	hear	me?
Give	it	back.”

Cooper	exchanged	a	look	with	Aislinn.	He	didn’t	know	whether	to	laugh	or
not,	 but	 he	 thought	 it	 might	 be	 insulting	 to	 the	 other	 vampire	 if	 he	 did	 and
purposely	stifled	his	amusement.	He	was	doing	his	best	to	keep	the	bats	at	bay,
but	they	were	attacking	in	a	multitude	as	if	compelled	by	some	dark,	unnatural
force.

“What’s	that?	Fog?	Mist?”	He	swept	his	gaze	across	the	Isle	of	Dogs	to	the
pyramid-topped	skyscraper	of	One	Canada	Square	as	he	realized	he	could	easily
deflect	 the	bats	with	hands	 that	now	held	 the	force	of	a	wrecking	ball,	hard	as
stone.

“No,”	Aislinn	contradicted.	“Can’t	you	smell	it?	It’s	corrupted	magic.”
Carried	on	 the	chill	wind,	a	putrid,	 foul	odor	assailed	 them.	The	corrupted,

rotten	stench	bled	across	the	undulating	landscape.
Cooper	watched	 as	 the	mist	 behaved	 as	 no	mist	 should.	 It	 oozed	 over	 the

surface	 of	 the	 Thames,	 spreading	 like	 an	 infection	 as	 the	 dark	waters	 became
black	ice.	Like	spilled	ink,	it	swiftly	stretched	its	poisonous,	blackened,	nicotine-
stained	fingers	greedily	toward	the	group.

“Don’t	attack	until	I	give	the	command,”	she	instructed	them.	Abruptly,	she
felt	a	murderous	rage.	Not	fear.	Not	hopeless	despair.	Just	a	fury	that	thrummed
in	her	blood,	waiting	to	be	quenched.

Cooper	and	Cole	joined	her	as	the	bats	finally	dispersed.	But	now	they	were



encircled	by	a	multitude	of	lifeless	nocturnal	creatures	that	had	been	used	by	the
dark	mages	 to	do	 their	bidding,	which	only	fueled	Aislinn’s	white-hot	anger	at
the	needless	deaths.

“They	shall	pay	for	every	life	they	have	taken,”	she	vowed	angrily	under	her
breath.

The	 three	 vampires	 gathered	 in	 a	 tight	 formation	 as	 the	 thick	mist	 slowly
advanced,	 blotting	out	 all	 in	 its	 path.	The	 filthy,	 tarred	 tendrils	 of	mist	 slowly
metamorphosed	on	the	icy	banks	of	the	Thames.	Crawling	out	of	black	ice	like
figures	dipped	in	molten	tar,	dripping	with	the	muck	of	centuries	of	defilement
and	 destruction,	 they	 clawed	 their	way	 onto	 the	 hard-packed	 snow.	Then	 they
rose	 in	 a	 putrefied,	 inky	 arrowhead	 to	 regenerate	 into	 three	 tall,	 cowled,	 and
shadowed	 figures	 that	 moved	 as	 one	 in	 perfect	 symmetry,	 flowing	 across	 the
urban	landscape	in	a	seamless	synchronicity.

“Hold	true,”	Aislinn	whispered.
Together,	the	Druids	surged	forward,	halving	the	distance	between	them.	But

then,	 as	 if	 their	 presence	was	 not	 enough,	while	 the	 dark	mages	 continued	 to
advance,	the	vampires	heard	the	baying	of	wolves.

“Shapeshifters,”	Cole	spat.	“I’d	know	their	stench	anywhere.”
“They’re	 rogue,”	 confirmed	 Cooper,	 sniffing	 the	 air.	 Their	 smell	 was	 ten

times	worse	than	when	he	was	human.	“Not	from	any	clan	or	pack	around	here.”
Aislinn	 ignored	 the	 newcomers.	They	meant	 nothing	 to	 her.	 She	would	go

through	a	million	shapeshifters,	decimate	their	numbers,	slaughter	them	till	they
were	extinct,	if	it	meant	she	could	finally	gain	justice	for	her	sister’s	murder	by
destroying	her	true	enemy.

“Hold	steady,”	she	repeated,	watching	the	Blood	Moon	bathe	 the	Druids	 in
an	evil,	reddish	glow.	In	that	moment,	she	wanted	nothing	more	than	the	chance
to	sink	her	sharp	teeth	 into	 their	necks,	 tear	out	 their	 throats,	and	rip	 the	 limbs
from	their	puny	bodies.	She	would	have	gladly	watched	them	burn	like	witches
at	the	stake	and	done	a	victory	dance	around	their	funeral	pyre.

But	aware	of	the	necessity	of	controlling	the	blood	rage	within,	she	listened
to	her	own	advice,	calming	her	raging	lust	for	vengeance,	even	as	a	low,	guttural
snarl	rumbled	in	her	throat	and	out	through	clenched	teeth.



She	felt	an	answering	surge	of	power	from	her	offspring.	They	were	ready	to
do	battle.

Her	hand	fell	to	her	skean	with	its	precious	reminder	of	a	life	too	short	lived.
She	could	hear	the	blood	in	her	ears	and	the	longing	in	the	sound,	a	longing	for
life,	calling	to	her.	This	was	where	she	needed	to	be.	For	Sorcha.

This	was	the	moment.
The	dark	mages	threw	back	their	cowls	to	stare	with	dead	eyes	shaded	with

the	cloudy-white	film	of	cataract,	lending	them	a	sinister	appearance	in	the	lined
masks	of	their	faces.

“Ugh,	that’s	gross,”	said	Cole	with	a	distasteful	shudder.
They	 came	 swiftly	 toward	 them,	 the	 leader	 wielding	 magic	 from	 his

fingertips.
“Now!”	Aislinn	shouted.
The	magic	that	flared	from	the	first	Druid	wasn’t	subtle.	It	was	designed	to

kill.
She	dived	out	of	 the	way,	 split-second	 timing	allowing	her	 to	 rotate	 above

him	in	a	tornado	kick	to	land	easily	behind.	Even	so,	the	fire	that	had	blossomed
around	her,	turning	the	night	an	even	brighter	shade	of	flame,	felt	like	it	singed
the	tips	of	her	hair.

The	 explosive	 eruption	 of	 raw	 elements	 surged	 forth,	 sizzling	with	 sulfur.
Magic	 flashed	 across	 the	 sky	 in	 white-orange	 sparks,	 attempting	 to	 rend	 the
heavens	apart,	accompanied	by	bursts	of	actinic	static.

Her	offspring	leaped	in	different	directions	out	of	the	path	of	danger,	but	the
other	mages	were	already	raising	pale	hands	to	wield	dark	magic.

The	leader	laughed	as	Aislinn	raised	her	skean.
“Too	 late.	 Much	 too	 late.”	 His	 hissing	 voice	 held	 enormous	 power.	 The

darkest	magic.
Stalking	forward,	almost	 tantalizingly	slowly,	he	 towered	over	Cooper	who

had	 to	 crane	 his	 neck	 to	 look	 up	 at	 him.	 Aislinn	 could	 feel	 him	 probing	 for
weakness,	 finding	 the	 chinks	 in	 their	 armor,	 looking	 down	 at	 the	 newborn,
fledgling	 vampire	 and	 exerting	 a	 strong	 pull,	 wrenching,	 a	 power	 wishing	 to
steal	Cooper’s	life	force	from	his	body.	Cooper’s	muscles	seemed	frozen,	locked



as	he	struggled	with	sluggish	thought	to	remember	what	it	was	he	was	meant	to
do.

“Fight	it,”	Aislinn	cried,	rushing	forward.
Cole	moved	with	a	thunderous	roar	to	be	easily	flicked	away	by	the	second

Druid’s	 dismissive	 gesture.	 He	 landed	 in	 a	 pool	 of	 blood-red	 shadows.	What
existed	 in	 these	 shadows	 writhed	 and	 seethed	 like	 slender	 serpents	 slithering
over	 his	 skin,	 which	 began	 to	 glow.	 To	 burn.	 The	 thunderous	 roar	 turned
abruptly	into	a	scream	of	defeat	and	pain.

“No!”	 Aislinn	 screamed	 and	 struck	 with	 force	 at	 the	 dark	 mage	 whose
concentration	broke	long	enough	for	Cole	to	crawl	away.	She	swept	around	in	a
blurred	arc,	landing	a	sidekick	to	his	ribs	and	sending	him	momentarily	toppling
to	the	icy	ground.

But	Cooper	was	still	at	the	mercy	of	the	other	Druid.
And	 suddenly,	 the	 baying	 was	 close	 at	 hand	 as	 a	 filthy,	 gray-furred	 wolf

bared	its	savage	teeth	and	jumped	forward,	a	growl	ripping	through	its	throat	as
it	 landed	on	Cole,	pinning	him	to	 the	ground.	Teeth	snapping,	claws	 tearing,	 it
fought	with	the	young	Sanguis	who	managed	to	get	in	a	couple	of	sharp	thrusts
of	the	blade,	though	its	thick	coat	was	like	armor.

Aislinn	 felt	 the	hair	on	 the	back	of	her	neck	rise,	and	she	knew	before	she
even	 turned	 that	 the	 third	evil	mage	was	 releasing	his	dark	magic	 into	 the	 taut
night	 air.	 Fire	 plumed	 across	 the	 gap	 between	 them	 in	 a	 tight	 coil.	 It	 struck
Aislinn,	 engulfing	 her	 like	 a	 lit	 candle.	 But	 she	 remained	 standing,	 and	 the
flames	merely	danced	along	the	edge	of	her	skin,	barely	touching	her.

If	 it	 were	 possible	 for	 the	 Druid’s	 eyes	 to	 turn	 whiter,	 they	 did.	 His
expression	demonstrated	his	frustration	and	shock,	and	briefly,	he	backed	away.
The	other	Druid	mirrored	his	countenance	in	a	frozen	tableau.

“Abomination,”	he	breathed,	causing	Aislinn	to	laugh	hysterically.
“That’s	 a	 bit	 rough,”	 she	 said,	 moving	 relentlessly	 forward	 in	 determined

strides	through	the	leaping	flames	toward	where	the	dark	mage	was	feasting	on
Cooper’s	life	force.	“Like	the	pot	calling	the	kettle	black.”

But	 before	 she	 reached	 him,	 the	 leader	 turned	 invisible,	 leaving	 Cooper
panting	and	clutching	his	chest.	The	stench	of	the	wolves	made	it	hard	to	track



his	 movements.	 Aislinn	 reached	 out	 and	 rested	 her	 hand	 momentarily	 on
Cooper’s	shoulder.	Her	reassuring	 touch,	her	positive	energy,	 the	energy	of	 the
daughter	 of	 Kayne,	 poured	 through	 her,	 swelling	 in	 force	 like	 a	 tsunami,
coursing	 through	 his	 frozen,	 locked	 limbs,	 nerves,	 joints.	 Freeing	 his	 will.
Liberating	his	soul.

“Fuck	me!	What	the	hell	happened?”	Cooper	asked,	regaining	his	wits	as	he
jumped	up	to	join	the	fray.	He	immediately	turned	on	his	heel	toward	Cole,	and
throwing	Varya’s	dagger	in	one	smooth	motion,	he	struck	the	wolf	in	the	chest.
Its	flesh	sizzled	and	melted	away	beneath	the	gold-tipped	edge.

In	dawning	recognition,	Cole	reached	up	to	grab	the	hilt	and	thrust	the	knife
in	deeper.

The	wolf	howled	 in	pained	horror,	clutching	at	 its	chest	and	backing	away.
Cooper	 took	off	 running	after	 the	beast,	 tackling	 it	 to	 the	ground	as	his	 thighs
locked	around	its	neck	and	squeezed	tight.	In	one	smooth	movement,	he	pulled
out	 the	dagger	 from	 the	dying	wolf’s	chest	and	quickened	his	death	by	slicing
him	across	the	throat.	Blood	splattered	in	an	arc	over	the	ground.

“Careful,	 boys!”	Aislinn	 cried,	 delivering	 a	 triple	 kick	 at	 the	Druid	 on	 her
left	with	sufficient	 force	 to	send	him	reeling	backward.	“These	mages	 feed	off
the	 life	 force	 of	 living	 beings.	 The	 blood	 makes	 them	 stronger.	 Try	 to	 avoid
spilling	any.”

“What	the	fuck?!”	the	newborn	Malum	complained.	“Now	you	tell	me?	What
do	you	want	me	to	do?	Use	harsh	language?”

But	Aislinn	had	no	time	to	reply	as	the	mist	swirled	and	glittered	around	her,
filled	with	the	elements	of	air	and	fire.

Then	 the	 leader	suddenly	materialized	next	 to	her,	his	white	eyes	blind	but
his	 raised	 hands	 glowing	 and	 ready	 to	 cast	 dark	 magic	 at	 her.	 She	 had	 only
moments	to	spin	away.

And	right	into	the	path	of	another	large	gray	wolf,	its	jaws	pulled	back	in	a
snarl.	 It	was	half	 raised,	 ready	 to	 leap,	which	gave	 it	 an	 eerily	 human	quality,
reminding	 her	 that	 shapeshifters	 were	 mortal	 in	 their	 normal	 form.	 But	 that
didn’t	 stop	 her	 from	 an	 instinctual	 self-preservation.	 She	 slid	 gracefully
underneath	 its	 belly	 in	 one	 smooth	 motion	 and,	 reaching	 up	 with	 her	 skean,



gutted	the	wolf	from	slathering	chops	to	abdomen,	twisting	around	and	leaping
back	 onto	 her	 feet	 as	 she	 cleared	 its	 hind	 legs.	 The	 beast	 collapsed,
disemboweled,	to	lie	in	its	own	viscera.

“I	 thought	 you	 said	 no	 blood!”	 Cooper	 called	 out,	 muttering	 something
almost	inaudible	about	double	standards.	Dark	eyes	narrowing,	she	decided	she
would	deal	with	him	later.

The	Earth	now	gave	off	a	faint	sickly	glow,	and	a	surge	like	an	electric	shock
received	 from	 touching	 a	 livewire	 traveled	 the	 length	 of	 the	 ground	 between
Aislinn	 and	 the	Druids,	 who	 had	 regrouped	 and	were	 now	 amassing	 to	 claim
their	victory.

“Not	this	time,”	Aislinn	said	and	launched	into	the	air,	skean	raised.



T

CHAPTER	29

his	was	Kayne’s	gift	to	her.
She	noticed	everything.	It	should	have	been	nothing	more	than	a	blur

of	 streaks	 and	 swatches	 of	 undefined	 colorless	 cityscape,	 but	 there	 was	 such
clarity	in	that	instant.	Every	crystalline	snowflake	in	its	hexagonal	shape,	every
puff	 of	 breath	 that	 escaped	 from	 their	 lips	 that	 were	 perceived	 as	 unique	 and
individual	particles,	each	follicle	of	hair	and	strand	of	fur—all	could	be	plainly
seen.

In	that	moment	while	she	flew	toward	her	prey,	Aislinn	saw	their	cruel	faces.
She	saw	their	frenzy,	saw	their	avarice,	saw	their	anger	and	fear.

The	 way	 her	 body	moved	 was	 instantaneous	 and	 fluid	 as	 if	 there	 was	 no
progress	to	time.	As	if	it	had	stopped.

Aislinn	 glided	 through	 the	 air,	 came	 down	 with	 applied	 force,	 worked
through	the	briefest	magical	resistance	and	pressure.	And	it	was	done.

Her	skean	cut	effortlessly	 through	sinew	to	reveal	 the	gruesome	tendons	of
the	Druid’s	butchered	neck,	 the	glistening	spinal	cord	and	vertebrae	poking	up
above	 the	 cowl.	 His	 severed	 head	 fell	 to	 the	 ground,	 and	 his	 headless	 body
toppled	as	she	landed	lightly	behind	him,	making	not	the	slightest	impression	on
the	pristine	snow.

The	vile	blood	of	her	enemy	dripped	from	her	skean	as	she	said	with	obvious
pride,	 “There’s	 an	 art	 to	 decapitation.”	 Then,	 holding	 aloft	 her	 bloody	 blade,
Aislinn	 passionately	 intoned,	 “For	 my	 sister,	 Sorcha.	 Tonight,	 may	 you	 find
yourself	in	the	Otherworld.”



“Rule	 ninety-six:	 ensure	 your	 enemy	 is	 down	 and	 stays	 down,”	 Cole
whispered	 to	 Cooper,	 admiring	 his	 creator	 as	 she	 stood	 over	 the	 body	 of	 the
Druid	like	the	statue	of	Lady	Justice.	But	there	was	no	time	to	pause	as	a	chorus
of	howls	responded	to	the	deaths	of	both	Druid	and	shapeshifters.

Aislinn	 quickly	 spun	 to	 see	 the	 Druid	 leader	 once	 more	 vanish	 into	 the
conjured	mist.	Before	she	could	plunge	her	skean	 into	 the	other	dark	mage,	he
became	invisible	in	front	of	her	eyes,	and	the	mist	shrouded	him.	Cursing	as	the
mist	retreated	toward	the	Thames,	she	charged	after	it.

Reaching	out,	she	attempted	to	grasp	its	intangible	shape,	but	her	fingers	and
hands	 went	 numb	 almost	 instantly,	 and	 a	 sudden,	 cold	 pressure	 crept	 up	 the
insides	 of	 her	 arms.	 Dark	 magic	 swirled	 around	 her,	 threatening	 to	 drag	 her
down.

All	of	this	was	happening	in	less	than	an	eighth	of	a	second,	too	fast	for	the
others	to	comprehend.	Both	vampires	and	shapeshifters	were	frozen	in	a	lifeless
diorama	 as	 she	 pursued	 her	 enemy,	 insensible	 and	 heartless	 to	 anything	 or
anyone	else.

“Aislinn,	 stop!”	Somehow	the	words	broke	 through	her	consciousness.	She
heard	her	offspring	yell	like	pealing	bells	in	the	wind.	“Don’t	go	into	the	mist!”

“Aislinn,	don’t	go!”	the	chimes	repeated,	or	perhaps	their	cries	were	carried
on	 the	 chill	 wind.	 But	 it	 was	 Psychic	 Seth’s	 voice	 she	 heard,	 and	 she	 was
suddenly	afraid.

Not	for	herself	but	for	them.
She	could	hear	the	tension	in	her	offsprings’	voices	and	wheeled	around,	her

arms	recoiling	from	the	mist	like	the	lash	of	a	whip.
She	spied	them.
Lithely	bounding	over	the	rooftops	was	a	team	of	hunters.	They	moved	with

the	 fluidity	 of	 skaters	 on	 ice,	 like	 one	 entity,	 tracking	 down	 the	 rogue
shapeshifters.

She	wavered,	torn	between	two	extremes.	Loyalty	to	her	dead	sister.	Loyalty
to	her	living	progeny.

“Aislinn!”
“Vlad!”	She	tore	her	way	back	toward	them,	nimble	and	sure,	as	they	faced



down	the	wolves,	barreling	into	one	huge,	mangy	body	as	it	sprang,	jaws	gaping,
toward	Cole.	The	boys	were	already	embroiled	in	the	fight,	skillfully	spinning,
ducking,	 weaving.	 But	 Aislinn	 needed	 to	 get	 them	 away	 before	 the	 hunters
appeared.	Cooper	 had	 already	 taken	 one	 shapeshifter	 out	with	Varya’s	 dagger,
while	Cole	was	 immediately	 back	 in	 the	 fray,	 slamming	his	 blade	 through	 the
skull	 of	 another.	 But	 with	 them	 surrounded	 and	 outnumbered,	 there	 wasn’t
enough	time	to	disengage	from	combat	with	her	two	young	ones	to	protect.

Every	nerve	in	Aislinn’s	body	was	suddenly	alive	as	the	first	of	the	hunters
arrived.

The	dark-haired	young	woman	dropped	lithely	from	rooftop	to	 lamppost	 to
pavement,	 uncaring	 of	 the	 icy	 conditions,	 her	 leather	 coat	 fanning	 out	 behind
her.	Already,	her	hands	had	dropped	to	her	blades,	unsheathing	them	in	one	even
motion.	Without	hesitation,	she	threw	herself	into	the	battle,	aiming	for	Aislinn’s
heart.

It	never	connected	as	the	daughter	of	Kayne	anticipated	her	moves.
“Don’t	worry	about	me,”	Aislinn	said	to	her	progeny.	“I’m	all	over	this	like

white	on	rice.	Just	get	the	hell	out	of	here.”
Other	 hunters	 followed	 their	 leader	 into	 the	 melee,	 immediately	 engaging

with	 the	 rogue	 shapeshifters	 who	 suddenly	 sprang	 into	 action,	 attacking	 with
greater	ferocity.	Neither	Cole	nor	Cooper	were	able	to	pull	back.

As	 for	 Aislinn,	 she	 was	 already	 in	 the	 thick	 of	 combat.	 They	 were	 well
matched.	This	woman	was	a	worthy	sparring	partner.	There	would	be	honor	and
dignity	in	her	death.

The	 huntress	 lunged,	 and	 Aislinn	 feinted	 with	 ease.	 In	 turn,	 she	 avoided
Aislinn’s	 right	 kick	 which	 she	 effortlessly	 blocked	 with	 her	 left	 leg.	 Aislinn
could	feel	the	pounding	of	the	woman’s	strong	heart	in	her	chest,	but	something
was	definitely	wrong.	Her	nostrils	flared	as	she	smelled	the	huntress’s	blood,	her
black	 eyes	 dilating	 further.	 A	 hiss	 whispered	 through	 clenched	 teeth.	 This
creature	wasn’t	fully	human.	She	could	sense	it.

The	next	block	brought	them	together,	so	close	that	they	were	almost	nose	to
nose,	 and	Aislinn	 stared	 into	 soft,	 gray	 eyes	 as	 pretty	 as	 a	 doe.	And	 instantly
leaped	back	in	shock.



She	knew	with	every	fiber	of	her	being	that	 this	was	not	Sorcha.	But	those
haunting	eyes	gutted	her.	The	world	shifted.	A	strange	reminder.	On	this	night	of
all	nights.

It	made	her	infinitesimally	pause.
Perhaps	that	moment	of	recognition	was	plastered	on	her	face	as	the	huntress

also	paused.
The	others	turned,	as	well.	Aislinn	was	aware	of	both	their	movements	and

the	sudden	stillness	and	silence	around	them.	But	of	course,	the	battle	was	still
raging.	 It	was	 just	 that	 her	 vampirism	 allowed	 her	 to	 steal	 these	 few	precious
moments	from	time.

Suddenly,	 Cooper	 grabbed	 her	 arm,	 attempting	 to	 pull	 her	 away.	 But	 her
limbs	were	locked	in	stone,	encased	in	steel,	and	did	not	budge.

“Rebekah.”	Cooper	 took	 three	steps,	his	voice	 inaudible	 to	any	human,	but
holding	a	tone	of	awe.	“The	Immortal	Huntress.”

Aislinn’s	 eyes	 widened	 in	 disbelief.	 Her	 dark	 gaze	 brushed	 the	 young
woman’s	face.	She	wanted	to	speak,	but	she	held	her	tongue.

The	 huntress	 stepped	 forward,	 eyes	 narrowing	 with	 a	 brief	 flare	 of	 wary
recognition,	 and	 Cooper	 had	 the	 choice	 of	 either	 backing	 up	 or	 standing	 his
ground.	The	former	was	seriously	tempting	since	Rebekah	wasn’t	someone	you
wanted	 to	 fuck	with,	 even	 on	 a	 good	 day.	But	 he	 chose	 to	 do	 the	 smart	 thing
instead.

Her	 dark	 brows	 rose,	 her	 gray	 eyes	 widened,	 and	 she	 went	 utterly	 still—
maybe	because	the	smart	thing	wasn’t	his	usual	choice	and	she	knew	it.	Without
doubt,	she	also	knew	one	of	her	hunters	had	been	turned.	It	was	as	plain	as	the
eye	could	see.	But	she	was	left	intrigued.

Still,	 Aislinn	 could	 feel	 the	 sharp	 edge	 of	 threat	 in	 her.	 Her	 gaze	 was
shuttered	 and	 cool	 as	 it	 drifted	 over	 the	 Immortal	 Huntress.	 She	 was	 equally
intrigued.

So,	this	is	the	Immortal	Huntress?	A	worthy	foe.
Unexpectedly,	 Cole	 broke	 the	 silence,	 hissing	 softly	 in	 their	 direction,	 so

softly	 his	 voice	 shouldn’t	 have	 carried	 as	 it	 did.	 “There	 are	 more	 hunters
approaching.	We	have	to	get	the	daughter	of	Kayne	away	from	here	before	they



discover	who	she	is.”
The	 dark-haired	 beauty’s	 head	 jerked	 back	 at	 Cole’s	 words,	 which	 she

shouldn’t	 have	 been	 able	 to	 hear	 with	 such	 clarity,	 and	 she	 fixed	 her	 gaze
exclusively	 on	 Aislinn.	 The	 hair	 on	 the	 back	 of	 her	 neck	 rose,	 and	 her	 skin
turned	to	instant	goosebumps.	Fear	washed	over	her	like	a	sluice	of	ice	water.

Immediately,	 Cooper	 and	 Cole	 sensed	 the	 threat	 and	 closed	 ranks,	 though
there	was	no	necessity	since	Aislinn	was	quite	capable	of	taking	care	of	herself.

Now	they	both	knew	who	they	were	up	against,	the	Immortal	Huntress	and
the	immortal	daughter	of	Kayne.	It	would	be	an	even	match.

“Apologies	for	misunderstanding,”	the	young	woman	with	the	haunting	gray
eyes	said	to	Aislinn,	very	slowly	backing	away.	Very,	very	slowly.	There	was	no
doubt	 in	 Aislinn’s	 mind	 that	 the	 huntress	 could	 and	 should	 have	 engaged	 in
combat,	yet	she	wasn’t	going	to—well,	at	least	not	tonight.

Words	deserted	Aislinn	but	not	Cole.	“Well,	then,	we’ll	just	be	going.	‘Good
night,	good	night!	Parting	is	such	sweet	sorrow—’”

“Cole!”	both	vampires	warned	in	unison.
He	rolled	his	eyes	at	them.	“Fine.	Whatever.”
Aislinn	gave	a	quick	nod	to	the	huntress	and	began	backing	away	slowly	in

the	 opposite	 direction,	 her	 offspring	 flanking	 her	 with	 as	 much	 obedience	 as
Peter	 Pan’s	 shadow.	 She	 skirted	 the	 brawling	 group	 of	 wolves	 and	 humans,
giving	them	a	wide	berth.

In	the	glistening,	pure	snow	at	their	feet,	they	kicked	the	severed	head	of	the
Druid	away,	leaving	a	trail	of	corrupt	blackened	blood,	his	white	eyes	staring	up
at	the	heavens,	sightless	for	all	eternity.	The	other	dark	mages	had	left	him	there
and	slithered	off.	There	was	certainly	no	honor	among	thieves.

They	ran.	Hard.	And	fast.	Their	boots	chewing	up	the	pavement.
Only	when	they’d	turned	a	few	blocks	and	were	well	away	from	the	fighting

did	Aislinn	relax	enough	to	face	the	two	younger	vampires,	whose	resilience	was
evident	in	the	way	they	were	already	congratulating	themselves	on	a	successful
hunt.

“Thank	you	for	having	my	back	tonight,”	she	said	sincerely,	briefly	looking
down	at	the	bloody	skean	she	still	held	tightly	in	her	hand	and	then	back	up	to



her	loyal	progenies.	“Know	that	I’ve	got	your	backs	too.”
But	it	had	cost	her.
An	opportunity	was	lost.
She	 stared	 at	 the	 Blood	 Moon,	 shimmering	 red	 against	 the	 cityscape	 of

London,	remaining	silent	for	a	moment.
She	had	no	true	knowledge	of	Cooper’s	past,	but	within	her,	she	carried	scars

that	 he	 could	 not	 possibly	 match.	 Some	 wounds	 never	 healed,	 even	 for	 a
vampire.

Yet	 Cooper	 had	 stood	 by	 her	 without	 even	 knowing	 the	 full	 truth	 or	 her
necessity	to	avenge	her	mortal	sister’s	death,	as	had	Cole.	They	would	have	laid
down	their	lives	for	her.

She	was	touched	by	their	faith	in	her.	And	their	loyalty.
Aislinn	didn’t	exactly	regret	giving	up	the	opportunity	 to	go	after	 the	other

two	Druids.	She	might	have	died	 in	 the	mist.	She	had	 felt	 its	 seductive	power
drawing	her	in.	The	Druids’	dark	magic	was	stronger	than	she	had	anticipated.

There	would	be	another	time.	Another	fight.
Soon.	She	felt	certain	of	it.	Three	blind	mice.	Now,	only	two.
She	 smiled	 grimly.	 She	 had	 waited	 centuries,	 and	 she	 could	 wait	 a	 little

longer.	In	the	meantime,	she	would	learn	new	ways	to	crush	them.	And	with	the
death	of	one	of	her	sister’s	murderers,	she	felt	some	tiny	part	of	her	unclench.

She	watched	the	Blood	Moon’s	fiery	red	circle	fading	behind	the	clouds	and
city	blocks,	and	finally	said,	“There’s	one	thing	I	must	ask	of	you	both.	I	need
you	 to	 swear	 a	 blood	 oath	 that	 the	 events	 of	 this	 night	will	 remain	 unspoken.
Tonight’s	 dealings	 will	 be	 strictly	 between	 the	 three	 of	 us.”	 She	 fixed	 her
unblinking	 eyes	 on	 them.	There	were	 secrets	 hidden.	Locked	 away.	Things	 so
deeply	buried,	they	wouldn’t	find	them	unless	she	wanted	them	to,	which	she	did
not.	“Do	I	have	your	pledge?”

It	was	 the	most	binding	of	oaths	she	was	calling	upon.	An	oath	of	service,
fealty,	and	blood	honor	for	all	eternity.	Such	a	decision	did	not	come	lightly	for
any	 vampire.	 It	 annulled	 all	 other	 oaths,	 even	 those	 to	 serve	 the	 head	 of	 their
coven	 and	 the	 Atum	 Council.	 Such	 secret	 allegiances	 became	 dangerous.	 Its
impacts	would	spread	far	beyond	this	night.



“Will	 you	 give	 me	 your	 blood	 oath?”	 she	 asked,	 her	 voice	 flat	 and
emotionless.

If	 Cooper	 might	 not	 have	 understood	 the	 intricacies	 of	 what	 Aislinn	 was
asking	of	him,	he	did	understand	the	gravity.	Cole	understood	all	 too	well.	His
lips	were	 sealed	on	 this	matter,	 and	he	would	not	 speak	of	 it,	 even	 to	Cooper,
even	to	Aislinn.	For	all	eternity.

But	she	had	their	bond	even	before	she	had	asked	it	of	them.	In	unison,	the
two	young	vampires	nodded	assent.

Aislinn	sliced	open	her	hand	in	one	swift,	sure	motion.	The	sharp,	deep	cut
bled	sluggishly,	and	before	it	had	time	to	heal,	she	repeated	the	action	with	both
Cole	and	Cooper,	blending	blood	together,	palm	to	palm	as	if	in	prayer.

Cole	couldn’t	look	at	his	own	blood.	He	felt	like	fainting.	His	legs	trembled
slightly,	threatening	to	give	way.

“Are	we	supposed	to	say	something?”	Cooper	asked,	watching	in	fascination
as	his	palm	healed	almost	immediately,	even	faster	than	when	he	was	a	hunter.

“How	 about,	 ‘I	 do’?”	 Cole	 asked	 a	 little	 too	 hopefully,	 trying	 to	 take	 his
mind	off	his	weakness.

Aislinn	tilted	her	head	to	one	side	and	placed	a	finger	on	her	chin,	pretending
to	 think	 about	 it	 before	 answering.	 “Hmm.	 Let	 me	 think.	 No.”	 She	 gave	 a
tinkling	laugh	to	take	the	bite	out	of	her	words.	“It’s	a	blood	oath.	Not	wedding
vows.	And	I	wouldn’t	be	proposing	to	either	of	you,	even	if	vampires	had	that
sort	 of	 ritual,	 which	 thankfully	 we	 don’t.	 Besides,	 I’m	 not	 into	 that	 weird,
slightly	gross	Edward-Bella	thing.”

“I	 wouldn’t	 mind	 a	 woman	 proposing.	 I’m	 all	 for	 women	 empowering
themselves.”	 Cooper	 enthusiastically	 looked	 at	 his	 maker,	 causing	 Aislinn’s
delicate	brows	to	rise.	He	blushed	deeply,	or	as	much	as	a	vampire	could.

Cole	laughed.	“Great,	bro.	Next	time	you	can	ride	pillion.”
When	 Cooper	 failed	 to	 even	 crack	 a	 smile,	 Cole	 sighed	 and	 explained.

“You’d	probably	call	it	‘two-up.’	You’ll	be	the	passenger.	Sitting	behind	Aislinn,
get	it?	She	rides	her	Norton	Commando	like	a	demon,	and	you’ll	be	clinging	on
for	dear	life.	Seriously,	you’re	going	to	have	to	start	to	learn	to	speak	English.”

“I	do	speak	English,”	Cooper	protested	in	his	sexy	Southern	accent,	raking	a



hand	through	his	dark	blond	mop.
“You	 speak	 Texan.	 Half	 the	 time,	 I	 can’t	 even	 understand	 what	 you’re

saying.”	Cole	rolled	his	pale	eyes.
“Well,	ditto	for	you.”	Cooper’s	eyes	darkly	flashed,	and	he	gritted	his	teeth.

“You	sound	like—”
Aislinn	now	understood	why	parents	of	mortal	children	wanted	sometimes	to

murder	 them.	 It	was	 already	 starting	 to	drive	her	 nuts.	She	 really	didn’t	 know
how	long	she	could	handle	all	the	whining	and	fighting	in	their	adolescent	stage
of	development.	 It	would	 surely	be	a	 test	 for	 any	mature	vampire.	No	wonder
Kayne	had	dumped	her	on	Julius	and	the	coven.

Thank	Vlad	 for	Caleb.	He	deserves	a	medal.	Well,	maybe	not	another	one.
Maybe	a	framed	certificate,	since	he	has	enough	medals	from	his	tours	of	duty
already.

“Boys,	 enough,”	 she	 said	 through	 clenched	 teeth,	 interrupting	 them	before
they	came	to	blows.	“I	brought	you	into	this	world,	and	I	can	take	you	out	of	it.”
They	paused	at	the	forceful	tone	of	her	voice,	guiltily	stopping	what	they	were
doing.	“Now,	get	your	butts	in	gear,	and	perhaps	we	can	make	it	to	the	Nocturne
before	dawn.”

“Surprise!	 Happy	 Rebirthday!”	 They	 were	 greeted	 at	 the	 entrance	 to	 the
Nocturne	by	a	gathering	of	friends	and	those	they	called	family.	A	motley	group,
yet	 all	 of	 them,	 to	 a	 newborn	vampire’s	 eyes,	 seemingly	normal	 in	 an	 almost-
human	way	and	 ridiculously	 friendly.	The	 club	was	 filled	with	gorgeous,	 sexy
vampires.	 Scanning	 the	 faces,	 Cooper	 knew	 some	 already,	 such	 as	 Caleb	 and
Varya,	remembered	others	from	previous	hunts,	such	as	Mia,	while	others	were
completely	unknown	to	him,	such	as	Benjamin	and	Nikolaus.	He	would	come	to
know	all	of	them	well	in	time,	but	for	now,	he	was	simply	starstruck.

The	party	was	obviously	Cole’s	doing,	since	he	was	one	of	the	few	vampires
who	 cared	 for	 such	 human	 things	 as	 birthday	 parties,	 though	 vampires	 didn’t
take	much	convincing.	They	were	always	in	the	mood	for	a	celebration.



Cooper	was	astounded.	He	couldn’t	remember	having	a	birthday	party	since
he’d	turned	ten,	and	even	then,	 it	was	the	kind	of	birthday	party	you	gave	to	a
child	who	would	grow	up	to	be	a	hunter,	laser	tag	in	the	arcade	and	chalking	up
the	number	of	hits	and	kills.	So	 this	was	a	 real	 surprise,	and	he	 felt	 incredibly
touched	by	the	gesture.

There	were	a	lot	of	hugs	and	pats	on	the	back	from	immortals	whom	a	week
ago,	he	would	have	thought	nothing	of	plunging	a	stake	into.	It	just	went	to	show
that	nothing	was	predictable	in	life—or	death.

“There’s	no	cake,”	Cole	apologized,	embarrassed.	“But	there	are	presents.”
He	looped	an	elbow	around	his	new	brother’s	arm	and	towed	him	to	the	table

piled	with	ribboned,	shiny	packages.
“Open	 Aislinn’s	 first,”	 he	 said,	 his	 voice	 laced	 with	 eagerness,	 hovering

excitably	at	Cooper’s	elbow.	“It’s	the	big	one.”
Cooper	 searched	 out	 his	 maker	 among	 the	 crowded	 room.	 She	 wasn’t

difficult	 to	 spot.	Her	 ethereal,	 pale	 beauty	 shone	 out	 from	 the	 other	 strikingly
gorgeous	immortals	like	a	rare	blue	diamond,	and	he	felt	a	strange	sensation	that
wasn’t	exactly	quite	what	a	child	 should	 feel	 for	a	parent.	Then,	 she	 raised	an
amused	eyebrow	as	if	she	knew	the	direction	of	his	thoughts,	and	he	felt	a	surge
of	acute	embarrassment.	And	all	was	right	with	the	world	again.

The	 gift	 was	 thrust	 into	 his	 hands.	 He	 tore	 open	 the	 brightly	 colored
wrapping	and	removed	the	large	wooden	box,	almost	resembling	a	coffin.	With
feverish	 fingers,	he	 threw	open	 the	 lid,	 eager	 to	 see	what	his	maker	had	given
him.

Withdrawing	 the	 compound,	 featherlight	 black	 crossbow	 from	 the	 velvet-
lined	box,	he	felt	a	lump	in	his	throat	and	kept	his	eyes	lowered,	pretending	to
get	 used	 to	 the	 weight	 and	 feel	 of	 the	 weapon	 in	 his	 hands.	 He	 admired	 it
through	suddenly	moist	eyes,	the	beauty	of	its	sleek	shape,	the	three-bolt	quiver
and	side	mount,	the	rope	cocker.	It	came	with	all	the	bells	and	whistles.	A	dozen
carbon	 quivers	 were	 in	 the	 box,	 along	 with	 sticks	 of	 rail	 lube	 and	 string
suppressors.

“It’s	Benjamin’s	own	design,”	murmured	Cole.	“He	quite	 likes	archery	and
has	been	playing	around	to	make	the	crossbow	even	more	functional,	and	you’ll



find	nothing	that	humans	have	designed	can	even	come	close	to	it.”
Cooper	was	barely	listening.
Seeing	both	her	offspring	happy	and	occupied,	Aislinn	moved	away	 to	 the

bar.
Caleb	was	there	already,	pouring	the	ruby-red	liquid	into	two	large	stemless

glasses	and	handing	one	to	her.
“Here’s	to	you,	kid.	Your	third	progeny.	A	hunter.	And	a	Malum.	Vlad’s	nuts.

What	 a	 fucking	 prize.”	He	was	 half-drunk	 already	 from	Varya’s	winnings	 and
not	 even	 upset	 that	 it	 used	 to	 be	 his	 money	 since	 it	 was	 being	 spent	 in	 his
establishment.	He	raised	his	glass	in	a	slightly	slurred	toast.	“To	Kayne.	And	to
Cooper.”

“I’ll	drink	to	that.”	And	to	justice.
Her	eyes	dilated	momentarily	to	obsidian,	and	Aislinn	smiled.	It	illuminated

her	preternaturally	stunning	face.
Knocking	back	her	glass	in	one	gulp,	she	added,	“To	a	bad	moon	rising.”

The	End.
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AUTHOR	NOTE

Dear	Reader,
Thank	 you	 for	 joining	 Aislinn	 on	 her	 journey	 as	 a	 vampire	 seeking

vengeance	in	Bad	Moon	Rising.
If	you’re	like	me,	you	spent	your	youth	fascinated	by,	and	half-in-love	with,

vampires	and	their	lore.	As	an	author	embarking	on	a	species	with	such	history,	I
wanted	to	maintain	a	balance	between	the	characteristics	that	readers	know	and
love	and	also	give	them	new	life	(much	like	vampires	do	to	humans).

The	idea	for	my	novel	began	with	the	discovery	of	“bog	bodies”	(mummified
bodies	 in	 the	 peat	 bogs	 of	 Europe),	 often	 as	 religious	 sacrifices.	 I	 found	 an
interesting	account	of	the	skeleton	of	a	young	woman	which	was	found	in	1780,
near	Drumkeeragh	Mountain,	Ireland.	What	was	curious	was	that	the	body	went
missing	 soon	 after	 its	 discovery.	 Only	 a	 braided	 lock	 of	 her	 bright	 red	 hair
remained.	So	began	Aislinn’s	story…

It’s	been	great	fun	to	write,	and	I	hope	you’ll	continue	on	this	journey	with
Aislinn	as	we	explore	the	Seven	Sons	world.

Happy	reading!
Dee
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