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      “Relax your shoulders.”

      I grunted. “Easier said than done.”

      Killian feinted to the right and I almost fell for it. We circled each other, our hands raised, our knees bent, and our boots crunching the grass underneath.

      Not long ago, Killian had offered to teach me how to use my dagger and defend myself. So, for the last two evenings, after a long day of driving, we walked to the nearest park or wooded area, usually located behind the inn we had stopped at, and he demonstrated fighting moves and then asked me to show him what I learned.

      “Just roll them. Like this.” He rolled his shoulders.

      I fought the urge to avert my eyes. If I took my eyes off him, he would attack and I wouldn’t have time to react. But it was increasingly hard to look at him.

      Killian wore a T-shirt that clung to his powerful torso, and the fact that he had folded up the short sleeves, showing off the muscles in his arms and shoulders, didn’t help a bit. The dark pants weren’t any better, hugging his strong thighs and round ass. The dying sun shone down on us and gave his light-brown hair a golden gleam. I knew he was a vampire, more similar to a demon than anything else, but there were plenty of moments when I thought he had to be related to a god. 

      Were there gods and goddesses in the supernatural world? There were vampires, werewolves, fae, witches … why not gods?

      Shaking my head, I rolled my shoulders. “I’m trying.”

      But it was hard. Because he was handsome, hot, and I was nervous I would mess things up; I really sucked at this. Despite this being only our second training session, I was absolutely sure I hadn’t been born for combat fighting. With a sigh, I stopped and put my hands on my waist.

      “We should give up.”

      It didn’t matter I was half demon hunter and was supposed to have slightly increased strength, agility, and stamina—more than a human, a lot less than a vampire. It was like the demon hunter genes didn’t want anything to do with me.

      “Lavinia,” Killian whispered. His shoulders straightened, bringing him to his full height. He was almost an entire head taller than me. “I know you don’t like this, but it’s important. You know what happened with the demon hunters. They—”

      “They had something that neutralized my powers, I remember.” Not that my magic was of much help. Although, when the demon hunters had Killian, Delia, and me cornered, the blood promise would have let me do something.

      He stepped closer. “If you can’t use your powers, you need to be able to at least break free from whoever is holding you and run.”

      And that was another reason this was hard. How could I learn how to fight under such pressure? A group of demons knew about the box and they wanted it … and me.

      Paranoia nagged at me, and the urge to look over my shoulder hit me again.

      If I was any good at fighting, then maybe I had a chance. But an invisible clock ticked over my head, counting down to when they would come for me. I didn't have time to get good at fighting. What I needed was to break the blood promise—but that was also impossible.

      Damn, my life was complicated.

      “Hopefully, that won’t happen again,” I muttered.

      “I hope so too.” Killian inched closer. “I hope we get to DuMoir Castle before anyone else finds us … finds you and the box, but we need to be prepared.”

      Another step.

      Now I could see the faint marks of the scars lining his arms. His entire body was covered in those scars, most faint, but a handful were really red and angry. He had gotten them when he was inside the box, but he shut down my other questions about it. Those memories were too painful.

      I wanted to tell him to put on his jacket, or at least wear long sleeves like me. It was the middle of October, but we had been sticking to the upper part of the United States for our road trip, where the temperatures were getting chillier by the day. But he was a freaking vampire and the cold didn’t bother him at all.

      Me, on the other hand. I smoothed my hands over my arms, clad in a thick thermal tee. “Maybe we should change plans, then. Instead of training in the evenings, we should stop around noon, train first, have lunch, and then hit the road again. At least it won’t be this cold.”

      Yes, it was cold, but I was stalling. I didn’t want to practice, period.

      “We can do that, but since we are here, give me thirty more minutes,” he said, his naturally rough voice filling the space between us. “Then we can call it a night.”

      I stared into his eyes. Those brilliant, deep green eyes. Why did he have to be so handsome? And why had he kissed me and then acted as if nothing had happened? When he invited me to DuMoir Castle with him, I thought things had changed. I thought he was finally surrendering to whatever was going on between us, but now I was his partner. Before, our goal had been to find the killers who were ravaging the supernatural community. Now our goal was to get to DuMoir Castle, located in the Northeast, safely.

      What happened after?

      “All right,” I said, unhappy but eager to get this over with.

      Killian retreated. Hands up hovered at chest level, his legs angled shoulder-width apart, and his knees bent slightly—loose for movement, but a strong foundation. With an exhale, I rolled my shoulders and mirrored his stance.

      Relax, I told myself. I had to relax.

      Once more, Killian feinted to the right. I didn’t fall for it. But then he feinted left, and I did. I prepared for his attack, but it didn’t come as I expected. Killian turned to the right again and practically barreled into my side. With a grunt, I raised my arms, blocking his fists. I hissed as the pain of the impact reverberated through my arms. He threw his leg out in a beautiful sequence of kicks, and I blocked all of them but the last one, which hit me right in my side. But he didn’t apologize or slow down. Groaning, I ducked below a punch and twirled out of the way.

      Or tried to.

      My foot got caught on a rock protruding from the earth. I tripped, bracing myself against the impact my back and shoulders were about to sustain, but an arm snaked around my waist, stopping my momentum and smoothing my landing. I lay on the cold grass, with Killian’s arm securely around me and his body hovering a few inches over mine.

      I stopped breathing as my eyes locked with his. His gaze darkened, his jaw tightened, and his entire body radiated power and tension. Suddenly, I wasn’t cold anymore. I held still, afraid that if I moved or breathed, Killian would break the spell. That he would pull away, like he had done before.

      But he stayed above me, immobile and rigid, his eyes searching mine. My fingers itched to reach to him, to touch him, to graze the five o’clock shadow on his chin and jaw, to sink into his silky hair. I wanted to arch my back, to raise my head, to bring my lips to his. I desired to feel his lips on mine again, to taste him, to explore every inch of his body.

      His gaze slid down to my lips and I inhaled deeply. This was it. He would kiss me again.

      Then his eyes moved down, to my throat.

      Of course, my blood was more alluring than my kisses.

      Coldness fell over me as Killian disappeared.

      One second, he was on top of me. The next, I was staring at the darkening sky.

      I sat up and found him several feet away.

      He ran a hand over his hair. “Are … are you okay?”

      I frowned. He couldn’t have helped me up? I pushed up to my feet and patted the grass from my pants. “I’m fine,” I snapped.

      “Then … we can stop for today.” His eyes hardened. “I’m going …” He pointed to the woods at my back.

      He was going feeding. That had been clear when he stared at my neck. He did that often, which should worry me more than it did.

      “Sure,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t betray how disappointed I was. Disappointed at being only a meal he couldn’t have. Nothing more.

      He gestured to the building peeking from above a line of trees to our left. “You should go back to our room. Make sure you bolt the door. I’ll bring you some takeout when I get back.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him I could find food myself, but then he was gone. I barely saw as he zipped into the woods and disappeared again.

      Letting out a breath, I dragged my feet back to the inn.
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      There were moments when I missed Forest Creek. It had been hard to part ways with all that was familiar to me.

      It took me almost two weeks to pack, move all of my things to Delia’s house—my house—and return my apartment to its owner early, though I ended up paying the full lease. I locked the house but left a key with Suzie, so she could stop by every couple of months to make sure everything was all right.

      That had been hard too. Saying goodbye to Suzie and the tea shop. I told her I hoped it was a temporary thing, but I had gotten news of some relatives—a lie, but what else was I supposed to tell her? That I was half witch, half demon hunter and that I had opened a magical box, let out a vampire, and now demons were after the box and me?

      If all worked out, Lord Drake would know what to do with the box. Breaking my connection to the box would hopefully make whoever was after me stop, and then I would be able to go back to my normal life.

      I wasn’t even sure I wanted that, but it was all I had.

      Arriving at the inn, I ambled up the stairs to the second floor, my feet rattling the metal railings with each impact against the concrete steps. On the second floor, doors lined one side, while a short rail protected travelers from toppling into the parking lot below. My beat-up Corolla looked small and pathetic nestled between two large black SUVs.

      After entering our room, my fingers twisted the lock.

      The instant I turned around, it hit me. The box’s pull. It had increased exponentially since I used it to escape the demon hunters’ trap, and now its presence called to me.

      Killian said the pull he felt was a painful thing, tugging at his soul, wanting it, consuming it.

      For me, it was different. Its allure, its enchanting call, sang like a siren. The feeling, the tug, promised rewards, pleasure, and paradise.

      But mostly power.

      The taste of the box's power still lingered, and my body craved more.

      Shaking off the allure, I grabbed clean clothes from the bag I left beside my bed. I did my best to ignore the box, which was wrapped in a small hand towel, inside a duffel bag, tucked inside the closet.

      Out of sight. Out of mind.

      I glanced at the second bed and Killian’s bag. He had insisted we sleep in the same room for safety. In case someone attacked in the middle of the night. But damn, seeing him sleeping just a few feet from me—everything was hard with him.

      I plopped down on my bed, suddenly exhausted. Losing Delia, leaving Forest Creek and Suzie’s Brew behind, being chased by demons, putting up with a brooding Killian, feeling the box’s pull, and still not being able to access my full magic had left me mentally and physically drained.

      Curling into a fetal position wouldn’t fix anything. With a sigh, I rose, a painful tug tweaking my lower back. Cursing, I went to the bathroom and lifted my shirt in front of the mirror. A pink bruise spread on the side of my waist and lower back—where Killian had kicked me during practice.

      Shit, this was nasty, and it was starting to hurt like a bitch.

      I kept my shirt folded over my breasts, my midriff exposed, and went back to my bed, where I dug into my supply bag for my herbs. I could make a salve to apply to the bruise so it wouldn’t be too bad, and I could make a potion for the pain.

      I put the herbs aside and was fishing out the only mortar and pestle I had brought, when the bedroom’s door opened and Killian walked in, carrying a McDonald’s takeout bag.

      He froze, his gaze locked on my stomach. Then, his brows slammed down and he lifted his eyes to meet mine. “I hurt you.” He closed the door and took two steps in.

      I shrugged, suddenly self-conscious over my state of undress. I ignored the urge to shrink away. “Isn’t that supposed to happen during training?”

      “I was holding back,” he said, his voice rougher than usual. “I was holding a lot back. And I still hurt you.”

      “It’s okay.” I held the mortar and pestle up. “I can fix it.”

      He stared at me, at the mortar and pestle, at the herbs on my bed, at my bare stomach. His eyes darkened and his jaw ticked with tension; he squeezed the top of the takeout bag until I thought it would rip.

      With a grunt, he dropped the bag on his bed. “Your dinner.”

      Then, he turned to the door.

      I gawked at his back. “Where are you going?”

      “I just … I need some fresh air.”

      And just like that, he was gone.

      What the hell was that?

      My head swirled with a million thoughts; my chest constricted with my held breath. What was wrong with him?

      What was wrong with me?

      No, I wouldn’t go down that road, because I couldn’t begin to comprehend how Killian felt. He had always hated witches, but I thought that after what we went through together, after I freed him from the box, after we exacted revenge for our families, after our kiss, that things had changed between us. Maybe he didn’t hate witches anymore, or at least he didn’t hate me. I thought he felt the same attraction I did, especially when he had been the one to invite me to come with him. I was here because he had brought me with him.

      Irritated, I hopped into the shower. The hot water relaxed my sore muscles, but didn't ease the hunger gnarling at the pit of my stomach. After the shower, I quickly ate while I finished the salve and the tonic. I smoothed the salve over the surface of the bruise, wrapped it with a bandage so it wouldn’t get my pajamas dirty, and settled into bed.

      Watching the door. Waiting.

      Where had Killian gone? Why wasn’t he here? Did he hate me so much he couldn't stand to be near me?

      I wanted to pretend I didn’t care, but the longing I felt called me a liar. I was hopeless.

      Sitting with my back against the headboard, I turned on the TV, putting on a random movie. The tonic's relaxing properties kicked in, and my eyelids drooped, heavy with sleep. I turned off the TV, snuggled into the bed, hugged one of the pillows, and closed my eyes.
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      I woke up with a start, my body immobilized. Killian's body was flush with mine, his mouth an inch from mine. His musky scent wrapped around me like an inebriating drug. My heart went into overdrive. Had he changed his mind about me?

      My hands shoved at his chest, but he didn’t move. Instead, he placed a finger over his lips. Leaning into me, he placed his mouth next to my ear.

      Oh, my Lord … 

      “We’ve been found,” he whispered. I stilled. “A dozen people are searching the inn.” He touched his lips to my ears. “When I say so, I need you to get your things and run.”

      “But—“

      Pulling back, he stared at me, his eyes cold as ice. “No buts. Just do what I say.”

      Killian was the trained soldier here, the one with battle experience. I nodded.

      For twelve torturous seconds, we didn’t move. We barely breathed, but I could feel his entire body against mine, I could see the way he looked at me, his eyes searching mine, and I liked the way his hands splayed beside my head, caging me in.

      He shot to his feet, pulling me with him. “Now!”

      I sprang into action, grabbing my bag and shoving my boots on.

      Not a second later, the door burst open. My heart hammered against my chest. 

      Killian bared his fangs, ready to attack.

      Three men wearing long cloaks walked in.

      And Killian faltered.

      “What—?”

      One of the men curled his lips. “Surprised to see me, Killian?”

      I gaped at them.

      Killian recovered and snarled. “Tack. Whatever you’re here for, you’re wasting your time.”

      “Is that the way you greet an old friend?”

      Killian scoffed. “You and the other warlocks kidnapped me. You kept me sedated for weeks, and then helped Soren put me in the box. We're not friends.”

      Oh, shit. These were warlocks, and apparently, the exact ones who had captured Killian twenty years ago. The ones who had created the boxes.

      The box!

      With trembling hands, I grabbed the bag with the box from inside the closet and hugged it tight.

      “It's all about perspective.” Tack took a step closer, clearly not afraid of Killian. “I sent you friends to invite you back, but you killed them. Not very nice of you.”

      “The demons,” I whispered.

      Tack glanced past Killian and smiled wider at me. “Exactly. You must be the girl who can open the box. I’ve been looking for you.”

      I retreated a step, every muscle in my body shaking.

      Killian shifted so he was right in front of me. “I’ll give you ten seconds to leave.”

      Tack laughed. “What? Do you think you can escape? Over a dozen warlocks are waiting for you to try.”

      I remembered the talisman the demon hunters had. It inhibited any supernatural’s powers. I just hoped these warlocks didn’t have anything like that, or we would be in big trouble. Well, even bigger.

      Killian's body blurred as he assaulted the warlocks. Magic bolts soared at Killian, striking the walls, lamps, and furniture in the wake of his vampire speed. Two warlocks went down. Killian backhanded Tack, throwing him aside like a fly. The warlock hit the wall and crumpled to his knees.

      Killian grabbed his bag from the bed and offered me his hand. “Come.”

      I slid my hand into his.

      As he pulled me toward the door, I glanced at Tack. He pushed up to his feet and conjured a big bolt between his hands. He threw it.

      “Killian!” I screamed. Without thinking, I threw my body in front of Killian and extended my arms out. A thin wall of blue light appeared as a bolt hit it, throwing me backward. The barrier crumbled.

      Killian steadied me. “What the …?”

      I mimicked Tack’s hands curled around one another and a big blue ball of magic appeared. I threw it at him, hitting him square in the chest. This time, he went down and stayed down.

      I gaped at my hands, bemused by my instincts. 

      Killian grabbed my hand again. “No time to marvel. We need to go.”

      We ran out of the room, and sure enough, warlocks closed in on us from both sides.

      Killian locked his arm around my waist and held me tight. “Hang on.”

      He jumped off the rail.

      I inhaled deeply, a scream lodged in my throat. My stomach dipped and I thought I would lose my dinner.

      Then, we were on the ground, and he set my feet down but didn’t let go of my hand.

      “You have nowhere to run!” someone yelled behind us as bolts of magic rained down on us. 

      Killian ran with me, faster than I could ever do by myself, but not his usual fast. In a blur, he opened my car’s door and pushed me inside. He followed. The bolts hit the car like bullets, sizzling and smoking on contact. The engine revved to life, and we raced out of the parking lot.

      I glanced back at the inn as we hit the road, hard and fast, and saw the warlocks gathered in the parking lot. At least a dozen of them.

      My stomach knotted.

      I sat straighter, looking at Killian.

      Now didn’t seem like a good time to ask him about Tack. Though, I couldn’t help but panic. If these warlocks found us—the same warlocks who had started this mess twenty years ago—who said they couldn’t find us again?

      We were doomed.
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      We drove for several hours nonstop. When we finally stopped, it was for him to feed while I got breakfast from a roadside gas station.

      And to switch cars.

      As much as I hated it, Killian compelled a guy to switch cars with us and forget everything about it. We went north. A couple of hours later, we stopped and did it again. This time, we drove east. Then we did again, and went south.

      For twenty-four hours, Killian only stopped to get food for me and switch cars, hoping to lose whoever was tracking us.

      The first couple of hours in the car had been tense. I was sure the warlocks were following us, and the way Killian gripped the wheel and kept the car steady at an incredible speed didn’t help.

      But after the third car and direction change, I was tired, grumpy, and plain bored. I ended up sleeping most of the zigzag trip.

      When I woke up the next morning, the sun was rising over snowcapped mountains.

      “Where are we?” I asked, straightening in my seat. This time, Killian had gotten a Range Rover, and it was incredibly comfortable and full of fancy, high-end tech.

      “Canada,” he said. “North of Prince Albert.”

      I stared at him. “We crossed the Canadian border? How?”

      Killian spared one quick, bored glance at me. Of course. Compulsion. How else?

      His shoulders had relaxed for the first time since the attack at the inn. “I’m sure you have questions.”

      “I do, but I can’t wait until you’re ready.”

      “I might never be ready. And right now, we have nothing else to do other than driving.”

      I frowned. “And then what? We’ll switch cars and direction again?”

      “Probably.”

      “It’ll take weeks for us to get to the East Coast this way.”

      “Better than being captured. Next time, it won’t be a dozen warlocks. It’ll be fifty. And I don’t think we can run from fifty warlocks.”

      “So …” I was really curious, but I was afraid of opening old wounds. “Those were Soren’s warlocks?”

      Eyes on the road, Killian nodded. “I’m guessing that warlock who overthrew Soren … what was his name?”

      “Keeran,” I said. Delia had mentioned him, although she didn’t know details.

      “Right. Keeran.” He glanced at me, at the bag at my feet—the box. “It has been twenty years, and they are as invested in the boxes as they were before. They won’t stop coming after it. After you.”

      I clicked my tongue. “Tack knew I could open the box. How?”

      “I don’t know, though I’m sure that’s why they are after you.” He paused. “I wonder what happened to Acalla. If she was still with them, then they wouldn’t need you.”

      “Maybe she ran away, like Delia did.”

      “Or Soren finally killed her.”

      “But didn’t he love her?”

      “Soren was insane. Even if he loved her, she wasn’t safe with him.”

      And there was the kid too. When Delia ran with the boxes, Acalla had a toddler son, Esmund. Was he safe with his father? I hoped he hadn’t killed them. I hoped he hadn’t killed anyone else, though from the tales I had heard from Delia and Killian, that seemed unlikely.

      I shrank in the seat. I was tired of this mess. Sometimes I wished I could just give the box to Killian and tell him to take it to DuMoir Castle by himself. But now that the warlocks knew I could open the box, would they leave me alone?

      I was tied to this fate, no matter how much I wanted to change it.

      “Are you hungry?” Killian asked.

      I pressed a hand to my stomach. I didn’t even remember the last time I ate, or what I ate. “It’s breakfast time,” I told him.

      He nodded.

      There was a small town at the next exit and we stopped at a quaint diner. While I went in and got us a table, Killian went scouting. He was too wired and wanted to make sure there was no one suspicious around the diner. Or the several blocks around it.

      I ordered a healthy plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast; a mug of tea for me; and some coffee for Killian. I was halfway through my plate when he showed up.

      “Sorry.” He sat across from me and leaned over the table. “I saw a deer in a wooded area and …”

      He didn’t need to finish. Oh, lord. The bite I had in my mouth soured, but I forced it down. I had to eat, even if I had lost my appetite. But it was hard to push it down. It took longer than I wanted, but finally, I finished it all.

      Impatience shone in Killian’s eyes when I pushed my empty plate to the side.

      “I’m ready,” I told him.

      “Maybe you should order something to go,” he said. “So we don’t need to stop for lunch.”

      That was a good idea, but did he expect me to stay in the car for hours and not stretch my legs? And what about peeing? He might not have that problem, but I did.

      I stood up. “We can stop by some fast-food joint and order at the drive-thru.”

      I turned to go to the counter and pay, and ended up bumping my arm into someone’s. A jolt raced through my skin, raising the hairs on my arms.

      “Whoa,” the someone said.

      I looked up at the girl in front of me. She was beautiful with long, dark-brown hair, tanned skin, and round chocolate eyes. 

      “You felt that?”

      “It was quite the shock,” she said, amused. She smiled at the guy beside her—a tall young man with brown hair and blue eyes. He was just as beautiful as she was. “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay. I was the one who bumped into you.”

      Killian stood by my side and together, we went to the counter, where I paid for the meal in cash. We exited the diner and walked the short distance to our car across the street.

      But Killian didn’t unlock the doors. He stood beside the car, his head low.

      I rounded the car and walked to him. “What is it?”

      “I hear something …” He closed his eyes, focusing. “Voices, a strange language.” He paused. “They are hiding, around the diner.”

      My eyes bugged. “More warlocks? Do you think they found us?”

      “I don’t know …” He looked up, at a narrow alley two stores from the diner. Then his gaze shifted to the corner on the other side. “They are moving.”

      A second later, ten figures emerged in black pants, shirts, vests, and wearing long red cloaks with hoods that concealed their faces. As a swarm, they entered the diner.

      “They think we’re still in there,” I said, watching in horror. “We should go. Before they realize we’re not there.”

      “No, I don’t think they are here for you.” Killian stared at the diner.

      I turned and watched it too.

      From the large glass windows, we could see the people inside the diner screaming and running. Most of them made it out.

      Except for that couple.

      Cornered by the hooded men, the girl picked up several vials from the slim belt around her waist and the guy held up a sword—where had that come from? The girl smiled as she threw a couple of vials at the hooded men. Dark smoke swirled around them. When the smoke faded, three hooded men were down.

      “She’s a witch,” I whispered, stunned. And just like me, she was good with potions. I ran toward the diner.

      “Lavinia!” Killian called out.

      I fished the dagger from inside my boot and joined the fray. “Hey, stupid!” I called at the men’s back. Two of them turned to me. When they came for me, I let myself grow scared—it was the only way to activate my magic. I released a blue bolt at one, and Killian took care of the second one. He snapped the man’s neck like a twig.

      I felt both disgust for the way he handled this and pride that he had joined me.

      Killian and I handled two more, until all ten hooded men were at our feet, either dead or unconscious. My stomach recoiled at the thought, but I held on to it. I didn’t push it away; I didn’t ignore it. Death would never be easy or okay, but it seemed to be a big part of my life now. The sooner I got used to people dying like that, the better.

      The girl looked at me. “A witch.” She glanced at Killian. “And a vampire. I like it.”

      I frowned. “You’re a witch too.”

      She nodded. “Yes. It’s a little complicated, but yeah, I am.”

      What could be complicated about being a witch? Regardless, she was the first witch close to my age that I had met, and for some reason that made me more excited than it should.

      “I’m Lavinia.” I gestured to the vampire. “And this is Killian.”

      With that same stoic and dangerous mien from when I first met him, Killian dipped his chin.

      “Cool.” The girl picked up a bottle from the floor that hadn’t broken. “I’m Evelyn.”

      Then the guy said, “I’m Asher.”
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