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PROLOGUE

Valen

Hard, unforgiving stone presses against my face. Arms I could normally break free of hold me down with infuriating ease. I struggle against them, but they have witchcraft at play, keeping me immobile. Someone shoves my face down harder, and I spit at the dirt that touches my lips.

In all my years, I have never felt fear as acutely as I do now.

“I’d tell you to stop, but watching you struggle is entertaining,” a deep voice croons in amusement. A second later, boots stop in my line of vision, and I assume it is the man who spoke. I fight to get a glimpse of his face but cannot.

“I will kill you,” I spit out, knowing the words fall flat in my current predicament. I am at their mercy.

“I don’t think so,” he laughs, and I continue to fight with everything I have.

I must escape to keep looking for her. My sister … I need to know if she is truly gone.

“Please, tell me what you want me to do so I can leave,” a feminine voice says from somewhere behind me. Her tone sounds as desperate as mine. She clearly does not want to be here. “You promised you’d let me go and leave my children alone.”

The witch.

The shoes leave my sight, and I squirm helplessly like a caught fish as I try to see him or my surroundings once more.

“Chain this vampire to me,” he answers with glee. “Use your magic to make him belong to me and only me.”

“Why?” she asks, with a shocking amount of bravery steeling her voice.

“Because,” the male voice drawls slowly, “I need him. A creature like him … no illness, no death? There’s so much that can be done with that. Power to be had.”

I heave as much as I can, knowing that now is my final chance to break free, but my strength is no match for the numerous hands holding me down.

“No,” I breathe out and use the last of my waning strength to fight back, to no avail. “Please. Do not do this.”

Delicate footsteps echo through the room, and I feel a tear slip out as blackness creeps into my vision. Soft, cool fingertips grasp both sides of my head with unexpected gentleness, and I spy a cloud of purple around the wrists.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispers. “He’ll kill my family – our entire line, if I do not do this. Forgive me, I beg of you.” Her fingers shake against the sides of my skull. “Find your true love and you will be free.”

Before I can process what is happening, I say a silent prayer to the powers that be and slip away as pain contorts my body.


CHAPTER ONE

Ava

The dark-haired Adonis now stationed on my couch is hard to ignore. Even through my closed bedroom door, it’s like an invisible thread is pulling me to him. It’s a tugging sensation in my chest.

Valen.

Does he feel that same tugging feeling?

After the big mate reveal, I panicked and used tiredness as an excuse to shelve the discussion for another day. I know it’s shitty of me when the man has been held captive and just found his mate, but I’m spiraling a little, if I’m honest.

Zavier and I spent weeks trying to find Celine after she’d been taken. I was still reeling from my break-up with Spencer when she was kidnapped. Finding out my bestie’s boyfriend is a vampire was the what-the-fuck icing on top of that three-tiered shitshow cake. Thank God she’s home safe and in one piece, but Valen popping up made me realize how much I internalized while all that was going on.

I was so focused on locating Celine that I pushed my emotions to the side, and now they’re starting to bubble to the surface. Valen’s hot as fuck, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I’m curious about him, but the wounds from my relationship with Spencer are still fresh. Our mutual break-up was the best decision for both of us, but it still hurts. He was someone I pictured spending the rest of my life with. I can’t just suddenly turn those feelings off because I apparently have a mate. I know from Celine that this means Valen is my one, true purest kind of love, but I don’t know him, so it’s hard to see him that way yet.

It was her suggestion that had him moving in with me. I know she’s thrilled that I have a mate and now I’m even more intertwined in the supernatural world, like she is. I wanted to say no, but when Valen seemed so grateful for a place to stay and explained that he’d been sleeping wherever he could, including the roofs of buildings, I couldn’t do it.

So now there’s a vampire sleeping on my couch.

“Ugh,” I mutter out loud and pull my blankets over my head in exasperation.

Just then, a weird sound comes from the living room. I pause and wait to see if I hear it again. A few seconds later, the murmuring continues and picks up in volume.

My feet softly touch the ground, and I creep over to the door. If an intruder has already offed Valen, I need to be ready with the boxing skills Celine has forced me to learn. I’ll karate chop their ass. I might be a mere human surrounded by supernatural creatures, but that doesn’t mean I’m going down without a fight.

Opening the door as quietly as I can, I peek around and scan the room but find nothing out of the ordinary. A thrashing on the couch catches my attention, and I find the source of the noise.

Valen writhes and lets out whimpers of pain. Acting on instinct, I rush over to him and gently touch his shoulder, narrowly avoiding a hit to the face from his swinging arms.

“Hey.” I shake him, but nothing happens. “Valen.” I shake a little harder. “Valen!”

I gasp when a large hand encircles my wrist and grips tightly. Looking down, I lock gazes with Valen’s brown eyes that are wide with panic.

“Ava?” Valen breathes out between short pants. Once he realizes it’s me, he loosens his grip but doesn’t fully let go.

“Are you okay?” I ask, my heart racing in my chest.

The black T-shirt he’s wearing sticks to his sweat-soaked skin, and the urge to push wet strands of hair off his forehead comes over me.

He lays his head back down and closes his eyes. A small tremor runs through the hand that continues to hold me.

“Go back to bed,” Valen finally sighs, and reluctantly releases my wrist. “Sorry for waking you up.” He rolls over, ending the conversation.

I press my lips together, wanting to say more but not knowing what to say. Giving up, I shuffle back to my room, attempting to settle in, but now it’s even harder than before.

Valen has to be haunted by his imprisonment, and the trauma he must hold is immeasurable. This man is an enigma. I know that for certain.

When I finally drift off, I still feel the ghostly trace of his touch.

“You’re a vampire. What the fuck, Luna!” I hiss at the woman in question across from me.

Celine and I ducked out for some much-needed girl time over coffee at Bean Hive this morning. Valen was gone when I woke up. I’m secretly glad I didn’t have to face him, although I may or may not have been practicing what I was going to say in the mirror before I left my bedroom.

“Say it a little louder, why don’t you?” Luna sips her iced matcha nonchalantly.

Celine watches the interaction with a smirk.

“You’ve known this for weeks, Ava.” Luna tips her cup at me.

Crossing my arms over my chest, I level her with a playful glare. “Correct, but we haven’t talked face to face about it yet.”

While Zav and I were searching for Celine, he had plenty of time to fill me in on the supernatural world and how mates work. I had no idea how useful that information would actually be, since I certainly didn’t expect Valen to show up.

“What do you want me to say?” Luna laughs and tosses her blond hair over a slender shoulder.

Her flowy boho top flutters against her body. I wonder how I didn’t notice the ethereal glow to her before. She carries herself with an elegance and grace a normal human just can’t possess.

“U-Uh, well,” I stutter. “I hadn’t thought that far. Just what the fuck,” I reiterate and hide behind my coffee after the embarrassing retort.

Luna giggles and Celine snorts.

“The whole vampire thing is crazy, isn’t it?” Celine’s gaze drifts away. She keeps playing it off like she’s fine, just like someone else I’ve recently met. “Have you and Valen properly chatted yet about the situation?” She raises a dark brow at me.

“No,” I promptly respond, and Luna squints at us.

“What situation? Who’s Valen?” she questions.

“Get a load of this.” Celine hooks a thumb at me and lowers her voice. “Not only am I the mate to a vampire, but so is she.”

“What?” Luna gasps, laughter bubbling out of her. “One human being the mate to a vampire is unheard of, let alone two – the fact that you two are best friends makes it even crazier.”

I lift my hands in a what do I know gesture and Luna lets out a harrumph.

“That’s odd,” Luna muses. “Really odd.” With a shake of her head, she asks, “So, you’re avoiding him at the moment?”

My chest rises and falls with a loud sigh.

“Maybe.” I wince and Celine flattens her lips at my lie. “Okay, yes. I don’t want to get his hopes up when I’m not sure when I’ll be ready for a new relationship.” I play with the handle of my mug. “Being mates is a huge deal, and I can’t rush into anything. Look at you and Zav. He follows you around everywhere like a puppy. I’m not ready for that.” I point to where her redheaded mate sits on the opposite end of Luna’s coffee shop, sipping at a mug that I think might be filled with blood instead of coffee.

When he catches my eye, he looks away and whistles innocently.

“I’m sure Valen understands,” Celine reasons. “He’s probably feeling very overwhelmed by the state of the world and everything. He didn’t tell me exactly how long he was held, but it sounded …” She pauses, shaking her head. “Like an unfathomable amount of time.” She rests a hand on top of mine. “Meet him where he’s at and just get to know him. Okay? He probably needs a friend right now more than anything.”

She has a point. Who am I to act this way toward someone dealing with their own demons and trying to find their way in a new world? A friend seems like an easy enough thing to be to him.

“Yeah, you’re right.” Filled with a new sense of invigoration, I formulate a plan in my head to get to know the quiet, brooding man – vampire – who’s landed on my doorstep.


CHAPTER TWO

Valen

The clock ticking is the only noise that fills the room as I continue to stare at the vampire sitting across from me. We have been doing this for five minutes now, and I tilt my head at him in question.

Red hair falls over his forehead and brushes the top of the frames of his glasses. Emerald-green eyes study me, unreadable. A black cat sits in his lap, purring contentedly as he strokes a hand down its back, its tail swishing every few seconds.

I’m not sure what we’re doing, but I’m used to sitting in silence, so it doesn’t bother me.

Finally, the vampire sighs and opens his mouth. “You’re the one who bit my honey while she was imprisoned? You’re thinking about her right now, aren’t you?” He hisses, hand slamming down on the table, and my eyes jerk back to his.

I remain silent. He reeks of a recent mating bond, and I’m certain it’s making him more testy than normal.

“I suppose she is a sexy little vixen who’s hard not to think about.” He looks wistfully out the window for a moment before his gaze swings back to me, his eyes narrowed. “But you have your own mate, so keep your thoughts off mine.”

“She saved me.” My gruff voice, unused to talking, echoes through the room. “I don’t think of her that way. I’m simply grateful and can never repay her for what she did. I was …” I’m not sure how much I want to reveal to him. Not only do I not know if I can trust him yet, but it has been a long time since I’ve had anyone I could share my secrets with. I finally decide to go with, “I was held for a very long time. Freedom is strange, but I wouldn’t be here without her. You have a smart, kind mate.”

Zavier studies me and I watch as his face transforms into a grin. He wraps the black cat around his shoulders and stands up.

“I’m just fucking with you.”

He moves to pat my shoulder, and I jolt away and farther down the couch before he can make contact.

“Whoa, sorry.” He holds his hands up in the air. “I get it. No touchy.”

Thinking about his hand on me makes my skin crawl. I suppress the shudder that wants to make its way through my body. I was shocked last night when Ava woke me up from my nightmare and I wasn’t revolted at the sensation of her skin on mine. The feel of her soft wrist was grounding for me as I came down from the horrendous nightmare.

Every day since I’ve been out of the cell has been both a blessing and a curse. I’m physically free, but mentally I’m just as much a prisoner as if I were still there. It is tiresome. My brain hasn’t seemed to have quite caught up with the idea of freedom yet.

Zavier whistles and fidgets like he doesn’t know what to do with me. An invisible light bulb seems to go off above his head, and he snaps his fingers.

“Want me to take you on a tour of the city? I know it’s a much different time from when you were last out and about.” He grins, and the cat on his shoulder makes eye contact with me before jumping off and wandering into the bedroom, tail swishing lazily as it goes. “I can show you all my favorite places to watch Celine. Ava’s usually with her.” He does a weird wiggling motion with his eyebrows at me.

Ava.

The mate I never thought I’d have.

She has been avoiding me. I heard her talking to herself in the bathroom this morning, rehearsing what to say, so I left, not wanting to make her uncomfortable.

“Let’s skedaddle, then. They’ve already left Bean Hive – I checked in earlier – so they could be at the gym, but since Ava’s along it’s more likely they’re shopping,” Zavier babbles as I follow him quietly. “I love sitting on the roof across the way where it’s secluded and watching her …”

He continues to prattle, but I don’t hear a word. All I can think about is seeing Ava and being close to her again. Even if she doesn’t know I’m there, lurking nearby, just being near her will help soothe the chaos of my mind. When she’s close, my brain gets quiet, and I like that.

“Has anyone ever told you that you don’t really talk?” Zavier pauses by the door and hands me a jacket. “That’s my second favorite, so be careful with it.”

I look at the worn leather jacket before shrugging it on.

Zavier puts his own jacket on and grabs a pair of keys.

Discovering the invention of the things I’ve since learned are called cars was a shock to say the least. The world has changed immensely since I was captured. I still haven’t set foot in the thing called an elevator. A tiny box that closes me out from the rest of the world and goes up and down on a pulley system doesn’t sound like something I want to trust, even as indestructible as I am.

In those first weeks after Celine helped me escape, I found a library to hide out in and consumed as much as I could to understand the world as it is now, but there are still many things that don’t make sense to me. The English language now and slang are an ongoing struggle.

More books wouldn’t be a bad idea.

“Can we stop by the library?” I ask Zavier as we head for the stairwell. I don’t bother to ask how he knows I won’t take the elevator.

“The library?” His eyes widen. “I’ve got something else for you too. Let me introduce you to the wonders of a bookstore.”


CHAPTER THREE

Ava

I stopped at a local Chinese restaurant on the way home, with the hope of apologizing for ignoring Valen with spring rolls. Truthfully, I have no idea what kind of food he likes, and since he’s a vampire, he might stick to a blood-only diet. Zav eats human food, but Valen is vastly different from the chaotic redhead.

I guess I’ll find out soon enough.

I make my way down the hall and come to a stop in front of my apartment all too soon.

“Don’t be a little bitch, Ava.” I hype myself up and unlock the door.

With one last sigh, I swing the door open.

“Hi, Valen!” I cringe at the overexcited greeting. I could’ve at least tried to sound a little more natural.

Silence greets me.

“Valen?” I call out, setting the takeout bags on the table and strolling through the room to find the vamp nowhere in sight.

Jogging back out to the hall, I knock on Celine’s door and call her name. A second later, the door opens.

“Pinkie Pie, what a lovely surprise.” Zav leans against the frame and crosses his arms.

A polka dot apron stretches across his chest and reads Kiss the Cook, but he’s crossed out the second o and added a c in its place to change it to Kiss the Cock. I’m not even a little surprised.

The sound of water bubbling in the background greets my ears, and I spot an array of chopped vegetables on the counter.

“Oh my, Celine. Look how big you’ve gotten.” I make to boop his nose, but he leans away before I can make contact. “Have you seen Valen? He’s not in the apartment.”

“Nope.” Zav pops the p when he says it. “That guy is strange, though.”

Rich coming from him.

“Are you for real right now?” I glower at Zav, aghast on Valen’s behalf. Sure, he’s a little quiet and reserved, but it’s justified based on what Celine has said of her time in the prison beneath the club. Enduring any kind of torture like that is enough to make anyone seem off.

“There’s more than meets the eye, and I can’t put my finger on what’s different about him, but he doesn’t feel normal.” Zav taps a finger on his lip in thought. “I mean, he likes books – I took the dude to the bookstore, and he just kept grabbing more. I mean, I’m loaded, but I wasn’t expecting to drop a grand at Barnes and Noble today.”

“Ava?” Celine peeks out from behind Zav, who winds an arm around her waist and presses a kiss to her temple. “What’s up?”

“I can’t find Valen. You haven’t seen him, have you?” I shift my weight to the other leg and put my hands on my hips. I hope my shitty behavior didn’t send him away.

“I have, actually. When I got home, we passed by each other. He said he was going to the roof for some fresh air,” Celine supplies. “That was a while ago, but it’s possible he’s still up there.”

“Thanks.” I give her a nod and make a gagging noise when Zav starts to kiss up her neck. “I’m out before you start humping her in the hallway. Bye!” I call out and head to the elevator.

Left alone with my thoughts once more as I ascend, I think about Zav and Celine. For the longest time, I tried to set her up on dates because I wanted to see her happy. At the time, all I ever envisioned was spending the rest of my life with Spencer, and I wanted her to have that too. Fat lot of good that did me, but now she has Zav, and I see it for what it really is: true love.

Spencer and I ended on good terms – there was still love there, but acceptance that our lives were headed in different directions. It was hard, because I think if I had begged him to stay, he would have, but I knew he wanted to go, and I couldn’t have lived with myself if he ever resented me down the road for keeping him from the opportunity.

Never in a million years did I expect Valen to show up weeks later and announce that he’s my mate. Even though I watch Celine and Zav and see their obvious connection, I still don’t know what that means for Valen and me.

The doors to the elevator open, and I still have to take another set of stairs to the roof. Residents aren’t allowed up here, but of course that wouldn’t stop a vampire.

I push the door open and gasp at the view. It’s gorgeous up here, with all of Chicago spread out before me. I can see the Chicago River clearly from here, the moon glimmering on its surface. The skyscrapers are lit up around me, making it feel as if I’ve been plunked inside some sort of glittering snow globe – especially with the light rain coming down that could be mistaken for snow. Soon enough it will be.

After I’ve taken a moment to appreciate the view, I look around for the big vampire. I walk around for a minute before I spot him. When I do, my heart nearly falls out of my chest as I see he’s sitting on the ledge, legs dangling off the side of the building.

I don’t know why, but with the city lit up around him, my mind conjures the image of him with wings. It makes no sense. He’s a vampire. But the image sears into my brain.

I take careful steps forward. I know he hears me. He probably smelled me the second I stepped onto the roof. Zav told me how vampires have a heightened sense of hearing and smell.

“Why are you up here?” I ask, and my breath catches when I stop beside him and see how far the drop is. Surely a fall from that height would hurt even him.

He’s quiet and still. I’m not even sure he’s breathing. I start to think he won’t answer, but then he says, “I wanted to see the stars.” His voice is crackly like he hasn’t spoken in a while. He turns to me, dark brows heavy over his eyes. “I didn’t see them for a …” He pauses, a haunted look entering his eyes. “A very long time. They remind me of home.”

“Home?” I repeat. “Where is that for you?”

He shakes his head. “In a time that no longer exists, in a place I no longer belong.”

It doesn’t escape my notice that despite his cryptic statement, he’s talking more than usual. His voice is deep and sultry. It pulls me in, and I wonder if that’s the mate bond or something else.

“I brought Chinese takeout home for dinner. Would you like some?” He shakes his head no, but I don’t let his rejection sting. “If you’ve never tried it, you should. Spring rolls are like, the best thing ever.”

He looks at me, angling his chin down. His face is mostly bathed in darkness, but I still feel the weight of his gaze. “Will it make you happy if I eat these spring rolls with you?”

“It won’t make me unhappy,” I counter.

With a sigh, he swings his legs back over to my side of the roof. “You’ve piqued my curiosity. Lead me to these rolls.”

The laugh that comes out of me is unexpected, startling both of us. “Sorry.” I look down at my shoes. “I don’t know why I thought that was funny.”

His eyes are locked on me, and I start to squirm. I can’t resist the urge to look at him for long. When I meet his eyes, he says, “Your laugh. It is very lovely.”

“It is very lovely?” I parrot back.

Valen tilts his head, looking like an adorably confused puppy.

“It’s very lovely.” I emphasize the contraction. “I see we need a crash course in modern English. You’ve already got some contractions down at least, it seems.” Part of me doesn’t want to teach him because the contraction-less sentences he mixes in are cute. “Let’s head back.”

We amble back down to the apartment for a shared meal of spring rolls, where I mostly talk at him and his eyes sear into me as he listens.

Befriending Valen is going to take time, but I’m always up for a challenge.


CHAPTER FOUR

Valen

I flip the last page of the book I’m reading and close it with a sigh. Setting it on top of the growing stack next to me, I wander over to the tall windows and observe the rain as it slides down the panes.

There seems to be a consistent pattern of rain and cold weather. It’s been limiting my chances to sit out on the rooftop, which I don’t like.

Soft footfalls echo from the bedroom, and I tune in to the soft, melodic sound of Ava’s voice as she hums.

She is a fascinating creature. She speaks often, a contrast to myself, and seems to be attempting to teach me the ways of this new world. I appreciate the effort, but it’s been overwhelming and sometimes unpleasant.

Ever since our night on the roof, she’s brought home a different cuisine for me to try each day. I’m not a huge fan of any of it, blood tastes best, but I don’t want to say that and hurt her feelings. It seems to make her happy when I try new things, and I like seeing her smile. That smile of hers makes some feeling I don’t have a word for swoop through my belly.

Ava’s floral scent drifts through the apartment as the bedroom door opens and she steps out in a pink raincoat and boots. She’s proven to own many clothing items that are pink.

Turning, I admire her fully. Pink hair falls in soft curls around her face, long lashes grazing her cheeks when she blinks and lips shining with an unknown substance. I can’t help but be enamored with her natural beauty. A pretty blush stains her cheeks, as it often does when I stare.

“I’m heading out to go furniture shopping,” she says cheerfully. “Do you want to come?”

I continue to stare in silence, processing her question. There’s still so much I don’t understand.

“I mean, you don’t have to. I just thought I’d ask.” Ava tries to backtrack.

“What does this furniture shopping entail?” I speak the words slowly, foreign on my tongue.

“Well, we’ll go to a huge warehouse that has different pieces of furniture and decor, which I can then order and have shipped here,” she explains with a flurry of hand gestures. “I want to replace the couch, because who knows what Zav and Celine got up to in here. Plus, Celine’s old neighbor’s soul is probably trapped inside one of the cushions. I’m not about to be haunted by some frat boy ghost because Zav can’t handle a little competition.”

I mull over her nonsensical explanation and waver on going or not. It doesn’t sound particularly fun, but when she nervously tucks hair behind her ear, I make my decision. If she’s continuing to make an effort to get to know me, I can do the same.

“I will accompany you.” I stride toward the door and grab my jacket.

“Oh, great!” Surprise coats her words like the thick syrup she likes to put on her pancakes.

A rare smile fights to stay on my lips, and we head to our destination in the metal contraption she calls a car.

“The flamingo- or salmon-colored pillow?” Ava holds up two pillows that look exactly the same to me.

“That one.” I randomly point toward one, and Ava gives me a stern look.

“You didn’t even think about it. Don’t you see the shade difference? This pillow skews warm toned, and this one cool, it changes the whole room dynamic.” Ava attempts to explain shades of pink to me once more, but I’m too fascinated by the way her lips move as she talks to pay attention. The plump shape of them is mesmerizing.

With a sigh, she lets her arms fall and plops the pillow I didn’t pick into the cart.

“Okay, let’s head toward the back. I need a new vanity.” Ava pushes the small cart that holds her purchases. I offered to push it for her, but she seems possessive of the thing.

I’ve been steadily brushing up on modern times and trying to read multiple books each day. I’m friends with the ladies at the library now, since I visit so often at this point. Ava keeps me on my toes, though. With the speed at which she speaks, I don’t always understand her.

Turning the corner, I spot a painting hung on the wall. It’s a stunning piece made up of shades of blue and silver. Whorls of paint showcase a sparkling night sky with the moon peeking through clouds. My body has a visceral reaction and a memory tugs at my consciousness.

Closing my eyes, I can almost smell the crisp air. Soft wisps of wind flutter strands of my hair, and I take a deep breath, the expansive space free of any burdens. I feel more grounded than I have in a long time and try to hold on to the feeling as long as possible.

A soft tap on my shoulder breaks the reverie, and I turn to find Ava staring at me with wide blue eyes. Her delicate hand is not an unwelcome weight.

“Are you okay?” She removes it when she realizes I’m staring at where it’s resting on my shoulder. “I called your name like five times before I came over here and found you looking comatose.”

With a short glance back at the painting, I start to walk toward her cart that’s now overflowing with items. How she managed to find more things in such a short time, I do not understand.

“Come on.” She grabs my hand, and I gasp at the touch. If she notices, she doesn’t show it. She places my hand on the side of the cart. “Keep ahold here so I don’t lose you again.”

I feel like I’m being scolded, but for some reason I don’t mind.

She pushes the cart to the back of the store, assessing the things she calls vanities, explaining that they’re used for makeup.

“I don’t like any of these,” she gripes, hands on her hips. Her nose scrunches adorably. I’ve noticed she does that when she’s slightly annoyed. “Oh well,” she mutters. “I’ll have to check elsewhere.”

“What about your couch?” I change the subject.

Just like that, Ava forgets about the vanity and pushes the cart to another section of the store. She tries out multiple couches, patting each one for me to join her.

“What do you think of this one?” she asks, leaning back on the cushions.

“It is fine.”

She exhales a puff of air that has her hair fluttering about her head. “Surely you have more of an opinion than that.”

“The color is … questionable,” I settle on after searching for a proper word.

“It comes in other colors.”

“It is fine, then,” I say again.

She groans. “You hate it.”

She’s up and moving to the next couch before I can retort. I follow her to the next one.

“I did not—”

She gives me a pursed-lip look.

“I didn’t hate it.”

My little pink mate seems to love things she calls contractions, where I must combine one word with another, but it hurts my brain. I picked up a few from my captors and reading, at least. Humans today talk differently than I’m used to. While I was held captive, I learned other languages from those around me, but I never talked to them and not using my voice all that time makes speaking feel foreign.

“Thoughts on this one?” she prompts.

I appreciate that she’s making me a part of things, though I’m sure she’d rather not.

“It’s” – I look to her for approval, and she nods – “a weird shape.”

“You’re right.” She frowns. “Let’s try that one.” She points.

I follow her to the one she’s indicated.

“Ah,” she sighs happily as she sinks into it. “This one is perfect, don’t you think?”

“Perfect,” I agree. How could I possibly say otherwise when I see how obviously she loves this particular one?

“It can be arranged in multiple alignments,” she explains. “Ooh, and look.” She holds up swatches of fabric. “It comes in pink.”

“You like pink a lot.”

“It’s my favorite color,” she says with a smile. “It makes me happy.”

“Then you should get it.” I don’t know what makes me do it, but I reach over and grab a strand of her hair, wrapping it around my finger.

Her breath catches and her eyes drop to where my finger holds the strand.

She stands suddenly and says a quick, “I think I will,” before she flutters her way back to the cart. “Come on, Valen. We still have some things to look for.”

I follow her with a small smile.

Hope is a feeling I haven’t dared to feel in a very long time, but Ava gives me that. Maybe, given enough time, she can heal the hole that’s been left in my soul.


CHAPTER FIVE

Ava

“Shit!” I shout as yet another Lego piece falls onto the ground. “Whoever said adult Lego sets were calming was a fucking liar.” I lean over sideways and grope blindly under the new coffee table for my piece.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. This is great,” Luna says with a smile as she puts the last piece on her orchid. Her bamboo set is already finished and sitting proudly on the side table.

Luna’s been joining us more lately, which has been nice. I think now that we know she’s a vampire, it’s especially freeing for her to hang out with us. Her drinking blood in plain sight does take a little getting used to, though.

“Yeah, Ava. Sounds like you’re just impatient,” Celine adds unhelpfully with a smirk.

“I hate you both.” I struggle to fit mine together and throw my hands up in defeat. “I’m tapping out. Never again.”

Falling dramatically against the couch, I clutch one of the pillows to my chest and catch a whiff of Valen’s citrusy, sea salt scent.

I throw the pillow to the side before I continue to smell it like a weirdo. Standing, I clap my hands to get the girls’ attention.

“Back to what I really called you here for. Operation Valen.”

Celine and Luna situate themselves on the couch and face me attentively.

“What’s the problem, boss?” Celine asks.

She practically radiates happiness now that she’s consistently getting dicked down by the chaotic and insufferable ginger next door.

The past few days at work have been extra boring without Celine. She decided to take an extended leave of absence after the kidnapping, and I know she’s seriously considering quitting altogether.

“Befriending Valen is impossible.” I pace back and forth and try not to think about the way he wrapped my hair around his finger at the furniture store. “When I manage to locate him, since he likes to disappear, I end up in a one-sided conversation. I don’t want to make him uncomfortable, so I try not to push, but at the same time, I feel like I’m getting nowhere.”

Though shopping with him wasn’t too bad. He spoke more than usual, but I’m still nowhere near close to knowing him.

“What have you tried so far?” Luna asks, crossing one jean-clad leg over the other.

“I’ve introduced him to random things, trying to find a hobby he might like, but no luck so far. I know Zav said he’s been loving the library, so I got him more books, which I think he appreciated, but it’s not exactly a collaborative activity.” I count on my fingers as I go. “We’ve tried different cuisines, but he hasn’t been into it, even though he pretends.” I let out a sigh and plop down between them on the couch. “At least he’s becoming more familiar with modern day things and speech so he isn’t as old fashioned. But I don’t know what else to do.”

“You’ve been trying, which is all that matters.” Celine pats my shoulder. “Valen’s been through a lot and I’m sure he’s still very overwhelmed. Give him time. This is overwhelming for both of you. Don’t overthink it.”

“What about an animal?” Luna suggests and plays with the corner of the blanket in her lap. “They make everything better. Plus, it might help with his trauma.”

“Hmm,” I muse, pondering the suggestion. “That might be a good idea. I’d love a furry friend myself.”

I’ve always wanted a pet. Spencer – my ex – and I talked about getting one down the road but never got to that point.

“Speaking of Valen,” Luna says, crisscrossing her legs. “How are you feeling about the mating bond?”

My shoulders deflate. “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “It’s weird to have this paranormal bond that tells us that we’re each other’s person – I like him, but is it the mating bond making me feel that way or do I actually like him?”

Celine frowns and grabs my hand, giving it a squeeze. “Trust me, I know how confusing it can all be. I went through the same thoughts and feelings with Zav. But I … as crazy as he is, I feel it deep down, beyond what I think is the bond, that he’s my person. I want you to know, though, that if you never get there with Valen, it’s okay, and I’m here for any questions you have.”

“I’m here for you, too,” Luna says, tugging her blond hair over one shoulder. “I mean, I don’t have any mate experience, but you can always talk to me.”

“Thanks, guys. I appreciate it.”

And I really do. It’s nice to know that I have their support.

A knock sounds at the door and Luna jumps up to grab it. She all but disappears, just a blur, as she runs to the door at her vampire speed.

“Oh, yay, I think the pizza is here!” Her blond hair swirls around her as she opens the door. “Wait a minute, that doesn’t smell like—”

Before she can finish her sentence, a familiar neighbor appears in the kitchen with pizza boxes on his head. Trailing behind him is my MIA roommate.

“Zav? I thought I said no girls’ night for you this time! Ava called an emergency girls only meeting,” Celine huffs out, sending a sympathetic look in my direction. “Last I checked, you are not a girl.”

I notice Valen’s eyes slide my way when he hears that.

“You know I’m all man, baby.” Zav points toward his groin. I roll my eyes, but Celine’s cheeks stain red. “I said you had an hour before I needed you back in my sight. Plus, I can’t miss girls’ night!” Zav whines. “What if you do masks again without me?” He looks two seconds away from stomping like a toddler having a tantrum.

We make our way over to the kitchen island, where he’s started to set up our pizza buffet. Celine and I each grab a slice of the pepperoni, green pepper, and onion pizza while Luna and Zav go for the margherita. Valen hangs out awkwardly in the corner and doles out glasses of blood for the vampires. Still so weird. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that.

I asked Zav once why he still eats human food – and apparently many other vampires do the same. He explained that while it doesn’t taste the same as when he was alive, it does still taste good. But it’s not necessary and doesn’t provide any actual sustenance.

Silence descends, and I have to fill it. I know some people are comfortable with long stretches of silence, but I’m not one of them. “How’s it possible that two of us are human and have a vampire mate when it’s so rare?” I blurt out the question that’s been plaguing my mind. When Zav was forced to tell me about what he is, and that Celine is his mate, he mentioned it then – how unheard of it is. Luna even shared the sentiment.

“It is very odd,” Luna agrees and settles down on a barstool, pushing a box out of the way.

“But you are not human,” Valen says, matter of fact, like I’m the crazy one for claiming to be such.

Everyone pauses, including Zav, who is comically mid-bite, and turns toward Valen.

“Wh-What do you mean?” I stutter, taken aback by his shocking claim.

Not human? He has to be off his vampire rocker. I’m very much human.

Valen leans against the counter and looks at me with his usual deadpan expression. “You are a witch,” he replies nonchalantly. “You did not know?”

“A witch?” Celine reiterates with a surprised laugh. “Ava? Ava’s a witch?”

“Correct.”

“A double, double toil and trouble; fire burn and cauldron bubble kind of witch?” I ask incredulously.

“I don’t know what that means, but yes. You are a witch descended from one of the most powerful bloodlines,” Valen supplies, as surely as if he’s telling me that it’s raining outside.

He says it as a fact, indisputable.

I laugh out loud at how ridiculous he sounds. Maybe it’s payback for making him try all the food I’ve brought home.

“No, I’m human. I think I’d know if I was a witch.” A million thoughts are running through my mind right now, and every one leads to the conclusion that I most certainly am not a witch. How could I go my entire life and not know?

“Yeah, that feels a little far-fetched,” Zav says. “She might be an energetic little pixie, but she feels just as human as any other in this city. How can you be so sure?”

Valen simply shrugs and says, “That’s something I would prefer to discuss mate to mate. I’m sure you understand.”

For the rest of the night, I struggle to settle down.

Could he be telling the truth? I don’t know why he’d lie.

I didn’t know my life could get even more complicated than being mated to a vampire, but now I’m a witch? Fuck.


CHAPTER SIX

Ava

“Hocus pocus!” I shout at the candle in front of me.

Nothing.

“Abracadabra?”

Still nothing.

“Ugh! This is so stupid.” I knock the candle over on the table in frustration and bang my head against my new couch.

I’ve been sitting here like an idiot for the past hour, trying to light a candle telepathically like I actually believe I’m a witch. Valen’s hypothesis has wormed its way into my brain, and I can’t go about the rest of my day until I test it. Of course he was wrong, because I’m not a freaking witch.

Thankfully, he’s not here at the moment. As soon as the door closed behind me when I got home, I hurried to practice, because how embarrassing would it be if he were here to see this?

I know Zav and Valen are vampires. It seems impossible, but it’s true. I have irrefutable proof of their vampirism. I shudder at the memory of walking in on Zav drinking blood out of a Capri-Sun style packet. Me being more than human, though? It doesn’t make any sense. I’ve never felt anything but normal.

Snagging my phone off the cushion, I dial the number of the one person that can help me right now. It only rings once before they pick up.

“Ava, my baby!” My mom’s voice echoes through the room.

“Hi, Mom.” I instantly relax and my body’s flooded with warm fuzzies. My mom is my favorite person in the world. She has the uncanny ability to calm my racing thoughts and bring me back to focus. Something even Spencer struggled to do.

“It’s been too long since you called me. Why can’t I see your face?” she scolds, her tone light but insistent.

My mom is big on FaceTime versus phone calls, and I laugh but switch over to video. Once I see her, she gives a kind smile that floods all her features. Her long, dark hair and brown eyes are nothing like my pale ones, but she’s not my biological mom.

When I was young, I was adopted by her and my dad. They may not be my biological parents, but they’re my parents in every way that counts. I was spoiled growing up as their only child, and I have nothing but fond memories when I think of my childhood. Family really does run deeper than blood.

“There’s my gorgeous girl. How are you?” Her eyes dart around my face like she’s taking me in.

“Pretty good.” I try to fake enthusiasm, but she sees right through me.

“Ava. Just because I’m virtual doesn’t mean I can’t tell something’s wrong. What’s going on?” Her expression softens when I bite my lip nervously.

“Can you tell me about my biological parents?” I cringe a little when I ask.

My parents have always told me that if I wanted to know about them, I could ask. That they wouldn’t judge me for doing so, and they’d tell me what little they knew. I think it’s a natural thought process to wonder about that kind of thing, but truthfully, I haven’t wanted to up until now. I love my adoptive parents, and I’ve never felt any kind of need or desire to discover “who I really am”. because I already know who I am. But if what Valen says is true, and I am a witch, maybe information about my birth parents could help.

“Of course, but what’s brought this on all of a sudden?” she replies after a slight hesitation. I’m sure I’ve caught her off guard with the question when I’ve gone my entire life, including my angsty teen years, not caring.

Unable to sit still anymore, I pace around the apartment.

I carefully word my response. “Someone said something recently that had me curious about my heritage.” It’s not like I can come out and say a vampire who’s been held hostage for hundreds of years, and claims I’m his mate, said I’m a witch.

“It was a closed adoption, as you know, so we don’t know too much, but I’m happy to share what we do. They were killed in a tragic accident when you were three. Their names were Hannah and James. We were never given a last name or even the location of where you came from, though we always assumed it had to be somewhere in or around Chicago. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more.” Her sigh is one only a mother who’s worried about her child can make. “We did try to look into things over the years, just in case you asked, but we didn’t get far. Maybe nowadays, with social media, you might get somewhere.”

Her response is not what I wanted to hear, but not entirely unexpected. “No, I get it. Thanks for answering what you could and being so willing to.” I twirl a piece of my pink hair around my finger.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asks, peering at me over the top of her glasses. I bet I called her in the middle of working on one of her crochet projects. “Do you need to come home for a visit?”

I really do need to get over and see them soon.

“I’m good, just big life changes between the break-up and moving. Celine and Luna have been great friends through it all. We’re planning to go paint pottery soon,” I ramble and walk over to the balcony to look out the sliding glass doors. The last thing I want is for my mom to worry about me.

“Okay, sweetie. If you’re sure. Your father and I would love to see you. Maybe we can get together soon and hit the Korean spot we all love.” She blows a kiss, and I give her a wave as we say goodbye.

I toss my phone onto the couch and watch the clouds roll by. Just then a huge, dark figure appears on the balcony, scaring the shit out of me. I’m pretty sure my scream can be heard by the entire floor, and a little pee might even come out.

Valen tilts his head at me in question, and I open the door for him. He walks through nonchalantly, like he didn’t just fall from the sky.

“Dude, what the hell? You scared me!” I screech and try to calm my racing heart.

“Sorry,” Valen offers and plants his toned butt on a chair.

“Maybe stick to walking through the front door? Or give a girl a warning if you’re going to do that again.” I hold a hand to my chest and move to sit. I feel a little lightheaded. “Where’d you go?”

“The library. I returned some books and then got pulled into a conversation with Edith about her pet squirrels.” When he says it so monotone, I can’t help but smile.

“I see.” I stifle a giggle. “I just got off the phone with my mom. She couldn’t tell me much about my birth parents, but I have a little bit of information to go off. I’m going to look into what happened and see if I can’t find out more.”

“Do you want help?” Valen crosses his arms over his chest, and the veins bulge, making me lose my train of thought for a second. I might be post-break-up, dealing with the whole vampires-are-real thing, and trying to wrap my head around the idea that I’m a witch, but I can still admit that Valen is the sexiest male specimen I’ve ever laid eyes on. I would gladly trace every vein on his body with my tongue. I wonder what he’d look like with my mouth on his cock – what he’d sound like when he came?

I clap my hands together, trying to pop that thought bubble. “That would be great,” I respond. “Um … can I ask, how are you so sure I’m a witch? You mentioned you wanted to discuss it, just us.”

Valen stares at me for a long moment in that special way that he does. It’s not creepy, just contemplative, like he’s taking everything in. I’m sure after being trapped for years on end, he likes to appreciate the outside world.

“I see auras. Every being, paranormal or not, has a colored aura around them, and yours is quite potent,” he explains easily, like we’re talking about the weather and not supernatural powers. “Each species has a color unique to them, and bloodlines can have a specific hue from there. Yours is of the witch variety.”

“What does it look like?” I ask, intrigued by this new development. I hold my arms out in front of me and squint like maybe if I look a certain way I’ll see the aura too.

Valen seems the type to only offer up information when needed. God only knows what powers and knowledge he might have, so if I have to pester him to get information, then so be it.

“A vivid purple that sparkles.” Valen looks off into the distance like he’s remembering something. It must be unpleasant, because he shivers.

“Is it ugly?” I question at his reaction.

“Quite the opposite.” Valen’s brown eyes lock on to mine once more. “It’s one of the most beautiful auras I’ve seen.” The intensity in his stare is electrifying.

“Ah.” I shift in my seat, but it only makes my thighs rub together, sending a heated zing to my core. “Why did you shiver, then?” I tread carefully because I don’t want to offend him, but I can’t resist trying to make headway in our friendship.

“I was simply remembering when I last saw a purple aura. It was when I was locked up. The one who cursed and bound me to my wretched captor was your ancestor,” he says with annoyance and disgust.

Well, shit.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Valen

The smell of old books and the crisp fluttering of pages turning calms me. Prior to my imprisonment, I thoroughly enjoyed reading. It’s nice to be in a familiar space amidst the unfamiliar world I am now in.

I’ve made a quiet corner in the library my own. There’s so much to learn about this place. Edith from the front desk even gave me a small plant to keep here, claiming that it would liven up the space. Humans are funny.

Stroking a finger down the cover of my last read, I think of the task at hand. Ava used something called a database at her workplace to source the last names of her biological parents. From there I’ve tried to research what I can through books regarding witchcraft. Most of it seems to be glorified lies and gimmicks created by humans, but I’ve found a few dated prints that are accurate.

Though I’ve been around a while, that doesn’t mean I’ve concerned myself with other supernatural matters. Truthfully, I knew little about the witch who cursed me aside from her identical aura to Ava’s. Witches in general keep to themselves for fear of being extorted by other species. There’s a misconception that witches and warlocks are some sort of genies who grant wishes, but their magic doesn’t work that way.

Needing a change of scenery, I decide to head outside and stroll around the city. My long legs unfold from beneath me and I tilt my neck from side to side to loosen my muscles.

My footsteps echo as I head to the front of the library. Edith sits behind the front desk with a book of her own, and I nod farewell when she sends a small smile my way.

The crisp air dances along my skin when I push the heavy front doors open. Leaves swirl in front of me, and I’m met with the hustle and bustle of Chicago. For a second, I simply stand and observe the expanse of the city before me. A humming noise catches my attention, and I watch, enraptured, as a man atop a funny-looking car zooms by. I’m not sure car is the correct word for it, considering it’s open.

His jacket, ruffled by the wind, flows behind him, and a big, shiny hat covers his whole head. It’s much faster than a normal car, and I find myself wanting to experience a ride. A woman is positioned behind him with her arms wrapped around his midsection. How interesting. It’s almost like a modern-day horse.

Without prompting, my mind flashes to an image of me driving this machine with Ava sitting behind in the same way. Her delicate arms would be wrapped around my torso, chin resting on my shoulder, and her beautiful pink hair flowing around her.

I shake my head to dispel the thought and start walking. I wander aimlessly, observing the humans around me and how they communicate – usually rudely.

The sheer number of people I watch brings on a headache. It’s also slightly panic inducing. Auras in a space this vast can wear on my body, and this has been one of my longest stretches out in public with so many humans. It’s why I prefer to stargaze from the roof. I get to feel the open air and watch them twinkle without the head pain.

In the shadow of twilight, I head home. I almost head up via the balcony but remember Ava’s scolding when I frightened her. She’s like a petite bird, both curious and flighty.

The elevator dings as I ascend, and I fight to stay calm in the small space. I have been trying to condition myself to feel more comfortable with the odd contraption. Finally making it to the floor, I silently move down the hall and knock on our door because I forgot the key Ava always tells me to take. Before long, she opens the door, looking positively radiant.

Long, wavy hair falls to her waist, and her pink dress matches it perfectly. Floral boots adorn her feet, and a touch of the stuff she told me is called makeup graces her skin and eyes.

“Oh, Valen, how are you?” Ava tilts her head in question and holds the door open so I can walk by. Her floral scent fills my nose, and I feel my eyes flutter closed at the tempting smell.

“Good,” I reply softly.

Right then, a particularly harsh pain strikes my skull, and I can’t hide my wince. Rubbing my head, I wish away the sting.

“Are you okay?” Ava asks in her delicate voice.

“Too many auras can hurt my eyes,” I admit. “I was walking through the city for fresh air and may have overdone it.”

Ava gently directs me to the bathroom, and I turn to her in question.

“Strip down, Vampy,” she states as I continue to stare. “Sorry, that was probably a little blunt.” Pink stains her cheeks. “I’m going to run you a bath. It’s what helps me when everything gets to be too much and I’m overstimulated.”

Her rambling is adorable, and I hide my smirk. Grabbing the fluffy pink towel off her rack, I step away to undress. She hums to herself as she likes to do, letting the bath fill with water.

“Do you prefer vanilla or rose scented salts?” Ava calls from the bathroom.

“Rose.” I don’t have to second-guess myself. It’s the obvious choice because it smells like her.

Tucking the towel around my waist, I walk back to the bathroom. She’s filled the tub with both fragrant salts and bubbles. Candles litter the room and flicker, casting shadows on the walls. There’s even soft music playing, though I wish it was her humming instead.

“Wow.” I marvel at the small corner of comfort she’s created for me.

“Is it okay? I was hop—” Ava stops in her tracks, and I glance at her to find her gaze glued to my torso.

Ah, the scars.

Her delicate hand reaches toward me with undisguised curiosity. I flinch away. “Do not touch please,” I whisper. “After being held, I find contact … difficult. It is nothing personal.”

Crossing my arms over my chest, I attempt to hide them from her and clear my throat, hating that this is how I feel even around my mate. “I know they are ugly to look at.” Not being able to bear the weight of her gaze, I glance off to the side.

It’s true, the number of scars that litter my skin are infinite, and yet I forget they are there. I find it hard to remember a time without them.

A soft brush of skin against one of the raised scars brings goose bumps to my flesh, and I jump. It’s an unfamiliar feeling as a vampire who typically isn’t affected by temperature, and my eyes shoot to hers. Ava’s blue orbs glitter with unshed tears and a fierceness that takes me aback. She seems to stare straight into my soul.

“Don’t ever say that to me again. Every part of you is beautiful, and it tears me up that you’d think differently.” She continues to stroke the bumps, and I slowly step back, not used to the sensation or emotion radiating from her.

“Thank you for the bath. I will treasure it,” I say and make my way over to the tub. I hear her shuffle awkwardly behind me and head for the living room.

“No problem. I’ll just close this for your privacy.” Hinges squeak as she pulls the door shut.

“Wait!” I shout suddenly. Peeking at her over my shoulder, I see her frozen to the spot. This might be the first time I’ve raised my voice. “Please leave it open. I don’t want to be alone.” Enclosed spaces are still hard for me.

“Okay,” Ava whispers. “I’ll sit here and keep you company, then. If that’s what you want.”

I nod. “It is.”

I feel bad asking that of her; we might be mates, but there’s still so much we have to learn about each other. I know something like this is extremely intimate, but I don’t want to be alone. Her presence calms me. Makes me feel safe. I suppose that could be the bond itself, but something tells me it is just Ava.

She slides down to the floor and makes herself comfortable. “Feel free to get in. I’ll look away.”

Making sure she’s indeed looking away, I drop my towel and step into the warm water. It feels wonderful against my skin, and the scent of Ava surrounds me, both from the water and from her sitting mere feet away. Once I’m settled in, I take a deep breath and lean my head against the back of the tub. The tension drains from my bunched muscles and my headache has already begun to go away.

A gasp to my right sounds, and I glance at Ava to see bright pink cheeks and a dumbfounded look on her face before she quickly drops her gaze and looks at the wall.

I fear she did not do as she was told and got an eyeful of my bare buttocks.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Ava

“I can’t believe you’re leaving,” I whine as I watch Celine pack away her things at the precinct.

Logically, I know it’s the best choice and I know she’ll be happier, but that doesn’t mean I won’t miss her.

“We live next door to each other, Aves,” Celine chuckles, stuffing a framed photo of her and her dad into the box. It doesn’t escape my notice that at some point, Zav has doodled himself and taped it to the photo so he’s included. “It’s not like I’m disappearing off the face of the Earth.”

“I know,” I sigh and plop down in her desk chair, helping her pack away her pens and pencils. “How’d you get Zav to let you do this alone?”

There’s no way he didn’t put up a fight. That vampire is glued to her side like a needy puppy.

“I didn’t,” she huffs. “He’s outside, sitting in the car.” Shaking her head, she feigns annoyance, but I see the twinkle of amusement in her eye.

She’s so in love with that psycho it makes me sick … and a little jealous.

“In the car, huh?” I turn my head to see crimson hair and eyes level with the front window of the precinct.

Celine simply ignores him and wipes her desk down. Other detectives and officers stop by to say their goodbyes. Between her dad’s legacy, her work ethic, and
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