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1 the binding of magic & mortal
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The ancient witches gathered within the shadowed alcoves of the old stone chapel believed they were witnessing either the salvation or the ruin of their kind. None among them could say which with any certainty.

The chapel stood on a quiet hillside in western Massachusetts, not far from Salem, where three centuries earlier their ancestors had been hunted, burned, and hanged. The irony of celebrating a witch's wedding on such hallowed ground was not lost on any of them.

Elowen Briarthorne, whose bones had grown brittle beneath centuries of northern winters, pressed a withered hand against the cold stone pillar beside her and watched the bride descend the aisle. Wonder and dread mingled within her expression, for the woman in the white dress was not merely a witch. She was the last Grand White Witch the world would ever see, and she was marrying a mortal.

Around Elowen, the other covens shifted uneasily. 

The Crescent Moon witches stood draped in silver veils. Members of the Obsidian Circle lingered within enchanted shadows. Descendants of the New Salem Covenant clutched charms passed down through generations. Every one of them felt the same disturbance moving through the old magic like a crack spreading across ancient ice.

A Grand White Witch had not bound herself to a mortal heart in more than four hundred years.

The bride, Seraphina Valerion, appeared entirely unconcerned by their collective anxiety. She moved toward the altar with the deliberate grace of someone who had already walked through centuries and expected to walk through centuries more. Her white gown flowed behind her like frozen moonlight. Her dark hair hung loose around her shoulders in defiance of traditions older than many nations.

Her beauty belonged to ancient things. It was not beauty designed to please. It was beauty forged through survival while empires rose and fell into dust. Beneath the candlelight, her gold eyes swept across the assembled witches with calm acknowledgment, recognizing their presence without seeking their approval.

She was the last Grand White Witch, the highest order of witch ever created.

The Archangel Michael himself had called her into existence at Heaven's command, forging her from divine purpose to stand between mankind and the creatures that hunted it. Vampires. Werewolves. Predators that had stalked humanity since long before written history.

Seraphina had not sought the covens’ blessing when she fell in love with a mortal man. She certainly had no intention of asking for it now.

Daniel Mercer waited at the altar with the slightly bewildered expression of a man who had proposed to a beautiful woman only to discover afterward that she happened to be the most powerful magical being walking the North American continent.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, with kind brown eyes and a smile that made strangers trust him almost immediately. Seraphina had often suspected that smile was a form of magic all its own, though Daniel possessed no supernatural gifts whatsoever.

He was entirely and unapologetically human. 

To his credit, he had handled the revelation of his fiancée’s true nature remarkably well. Seraphina had wisely waited until after he had already fallen in love with her before revealing what she was. By then it had been far too late for him to run.

Over the course of their courtship he had witnessed enough miracles to shake the foundations of most people’s understanding of reality. 

He had watched her catch him in midair when he slipped from a ladder. He had watched terminal liver cancer vanish from his body after doctors assured him there was no hope. He had watched their nearly empty bank account become mysteriously sufficient to purchase a home.

Daniel accepted all of it with the quiet wonder of a man who understood that some mysteries were meant to be embraced rather than explained.

Now he stood at the altar in a simple gray suit, having refused every suggestion that he wear something more extravagant. The moment he saw Seraphina walking toward him, his breath caught audibly in his throat.

The sound carried through the chapel.

Several older witches exchanged glances filled with something hovering between envy and sorrow.

“She cannot do this,” whispered a witch from the Silverwood Coven. Her voice carried the rustle of autumn leaves. “A Grand White Witch binding herself to a mortal heart risks everything the Archangel Michael created her to protect.”

Elowen did not take her eyes from the bride.

Looking away suddenly felt impossible.

She had watched Grand White Witches come and go for more than eight centuries. She had seen them wage war against vampire clans, werewolf packs, and creatures so ancient they possessed no names in any human language.

Yet she had never seen one of them look the way Seraphina looked while walking toward a mortal man.

“The Archangel Michael created us to restrain the children of the fallen angels,” Elowen said quietly. “Not to police the affections of our own. She may marry whom she chooses.”

The younger witch leaned closer.

“And when the mortal dies? When she watches him age and wither and stop breathing, as mortals do? What becomes of a Grand White Witch who has tasted grief of that magnitude?”

Elowen offered no answer. That question was precisely why she had left the solitude of her forest sanctuary and traveled to the wedding. The trees demanded nothing from her except patience and silence. This gathering demanded uncertainty.

She watched Seraphina reach the altar and take Daniel’s hands. 

What captured Elowen’s attention was not the bride but the groom, and the way he looked at her. There was neither fear nor reverence in his expression, only the quiet certainty of a man deeply in love. The feeling was simple, uncomplicated, and entirely human, which made it seem almost miraculous in a world filled with monsters.

In a world filled with hidden predators, ancient conspiracies, and creatures feeding behind carefully maintained facades, that kind of love felt almost impossible.

In a world filled with hidden predators, ancient conspiracies, and creatures feeding behind carefully maintained facades, that kind of love felt almost impossible. Elowen feared it more than darkness itself, for it possessed the power to become either Seraphina’s greatest strength or the weapon that one day destroyed her.

At the altar, the priest cleared his throat nervously.

He was a young man with kind eyes and absolutely no understanding of the supernatural forces gathered inside his chapel. He spoke warmly about love, devotion, and sacred commitment while remaining blissfully unaware that the bride standing before him had executed vampire lords centuries before his great-grandparents had been born.

Daniel squeezed Seraphina’s hands and smiled.

“You’re shaking,” he whispered.

The corners of Seraphina’s lips curved faintly.

“I am considering the weight of centuries.”

Daniel smiled, mistaking the statement for ordinary wedding nerves rather than literal truth. He squeezed her hands again and quietly assured her that whatever worried her could wait until tomorrow.

The priest continued with practiced confidence. He had performed dozens of weddings. He had no idea this chapel contained nearly twelve hundred years of combined magical history hidden among the pews and shadows.

When the exchange of vows began, Daniel spoke first.

His voice remained warm and steady as he promised to love Seraphina through sickness and health, through richer and poorer, until death did them part.

Several ancient witches visibly flinched.

They understood exactly how brief a mortal lifespan appeared beside that of a Grand White Witch.

Then Seraphina spoke.

Even members of the Obsidian Circle leaned forward from the shadows.

She promised to love Daniel beyond sickness and health. Beyond richer and poorer. Beyond the limits of what he currently believed possible.

She promised to protect him from darkness he did not yet know existed.

And she promised to remain his for as long as her heart continued to beat, which, she added softly, might be considerably longer than either of them should probably discuss at that particular moment.

Daniel laughed.

The sound filled the old chapel like sunlight breaking through storm clouds.

He believed she was joking.

The witches did not.

* * *
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NEAR THE BACK OF THE chapel, Margaret Holloway of the New Salem Covenant stood with her arms folded across her chest. Silver streaks framed a face that might have belonged to a retired schoolteacher if not for the sharp intelligence in her eyes. She had survived centuries by learning exactly when to hide and exactly when to strike. Beside her stood Archwitch Isolde Vantress of the Obsidian Circle, draped in black silk that seemed to absorb the candlelight rather than reflect it.

Margaret leaned slightly closer. 

“Do you truly believe this marriage survives what is coming?”

Isolde did not answer immediately. Her attention remained fixed upon Seraphina as the bride finished her vows. What troubled her was not the Grand White Witch’s power. It was her tenderness. The vulnerability she had willingly embraced. The willingness to be wounded. Throughout history, more witches had been destroyed by love than by vampires.

When Isolde finally spoke, her voice carried the cold precision of someone who had spent centuries studying the mathematics of supernatural power.

“The balance has already shifted. Seraphina Valerion was already the last of her kind. Now she has become something new—a Grand White Witch with a mortal heart beating beside her own.”

Margaret remained silent as she considered the observation.

“Whether that makes her stronger or weaker remains to be seen,” Isolde continued. “What matters is that it makes her different.”

Her gaze drifted toward the altar.

“And difference attracts attention.”

“What kind of attention?” Margaret asked, though she suspected she already knew the answer.

A shadow seemed to pass behind Isolde’s eyes.

“The wrong kind. It is always the wrong kind.”

The priest, blissfully unaware that discussions concerning the future of the supernatural world were taking place among his guests, smiled warmly and completed the final blessing. Then, with obvious satisfaction, he pronounced them husband and wife.

Daniel kissed his bride.

The gesture was gentle and utterly sincere. He dipped her slightly the way men did in old romantic films, and when he pulled her upright again, Seraphina laughed.

Actually laughed.

Many of the witches gathered inside the chapel had never heard that sound from the last Grand White Witch.

Elowen closed her eyes briefly and felt the currents of ancient magic shifting around the union like a river changing course around a fallen stone. Something fundamental had changed tonight. The consequences would travel through hidden veins of power beneath the earth, across distant oceans, and into the hearts of creatures that did not yet realize the last Grand White Witch had bound herself to mortal love.

* * *
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THE RECEPTION UNFOLDED in the garden behind the chapel beneath ancient oak trees draped with strings of lanterns and softly glowing lights. Long banquet tables lined the winding stone pathways while musicians played gentle instrumental music beneath branches swaying in the evening breeze.

Seraphina sat beside her new husband and tried not to notice that approximately forty witches were openly watching her eat wedding cake.

Daniel, meanwhile, had already finished his first slice and was enthusiastically reaching for a second.

Months of surviving on takeout coffee and catered sandwiches while planning the wedding had apparently destroyed whatever restraint he once possessed around desserts.

He caught Seraphina watching him and offered a sheepish grin. A small streak of frosting remained on his lower lip.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

Her answer was accompanied by a smile as she reached across the table and brushed the frosting away with her thumb.

The gesture was so simple and so painfully ordinary that several of the older witches nearby quietly looked elsewhere, as though they had witnessed something too intimate for immortal eyes.

Daniel caught her hand before she could pull it away and gently kissed her knuckles. It was a habit he had developed during the long months after she revealed the truth about what she was. He had not run then, and he clearly had no intention of running now.

Even so, the weight of so many watching eyes had begun to press against him.

He glanced toward a cluster of Silverwood witches who had spent the entire reception studying him.

“Is your family always like this?” he whispered. “Or did I accidentally offend somebody?”

Seraphina followed his gaze and felt a familiar weariness settle into her bones.

The covens had spent centuries judging her choices.

“They take their responsibilities seriously,” she said.

It was true.

It simply was not the whole truth.

Daniel accepted the answer with the same patient trust he always gave her. That patience was one of the things she loved most about him. It was also one of the things that quietly broke her heart, because she knew there would come a day when he demanded the entire truth, and she feared that on that day he might finally see her differently.

* * *
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AS THE EVENING DEEPENED, the lanterns glowed brighter against the gathering darkness. Music drifted through the garden while guests wandered among the winding stone paths and ancient oaks. For the first time all evening, Seraphina found herself relaxing.

Daniel rose from his chair and extended his hand toward her.

“May I have this dance, Mrs. Mercer?”

A smile spread across her face as she accepted.

Moments later they moved together beneath the lantern light, Daniel holding her a little closer than necessary while soft music floated through the warm summer air. Through his dress shirt she could feel the steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath her hand.

She had walked battlefields where the dead outnumbered the living. She had hunted creatures older than kingdoms and faced horrors that would have shattered lesser souls. Yet none of those things frightened her the way loving Daniel did. His entire life would pass in the space of a heartbeat compared to her own, and for the first time in centuries she possessed something she could not bear to lose.

Daniel must have sensed the change in her because he gently lifted her chin until she looked into his eyes.

“Whatever you’re worrying about,” he said softly, “it can wait until tomorrow.”

She smiled.

“Tonight we’re married.”

“And tonight,” he replied, squeezing her hand, “you are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

The sincerity in his voice made her heart ache.

Daniel glanced toward a nearby cluster of witches who were pretending not to watch them and lowered his voice. “I also plan on dancing with you until your strange magical relatives finally get bored and go home.”

A laugh escaped her.

“They won’t get bored.”

“Why not?”

“They’ve been watching me for centuries.”

Daniel considered that for a moment before shaking his head. “You know, that sounds far less comforting than you probably intended.”

Her laughter came more easily this time. For a little while she forgot about the covens, the vampires, and the endless war that had shaped so much of her existence. Beneath the lanterns she was not the last Grand White Witch. She was simply a newly married woman dancing with the man she loved while the world felt almost ordinary.

What she could not know was that far across the ocean, beyond the warmth of the celebration and the safety of the chapel grounds, something ancient had begun to stir. Deep beneath forgotten stone, a presence that had slumbered for centuries sensed a subtle change moving through the old powers of the world. The disturbance was faint, little more than a whisper carried across unseen currents, yet it was enough to awaken a curiosity that had long remained dormant.

Back in Massachusetts, Seraphina rested her head against Daniel’s chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart, unaware that distant eyes had begun turning toward her. Tonight she allowed herself the rare luxury of feeling ordinary, content to be a bride, a wife, and a woman deeply in love. Whatever storms waited beyond the horizon could wait until morning. For now, beneath the lanterns and the stars, she danced with her husband while the night settled gently around them.
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2 the feast of unease
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Lord Viktor Dragomir stood beside the massive window of his hidden estate while moonlight spilled across the manicured lawns of Ravenwood Estates. He did not yet know that a Grand White Witch had married a mortal on a hillside in Massachusetts, but he knew that something had shifted in the supernatural order. Ancient magic that had remained quiet for decades had suddenly stirred like a beast dragged from hibernation, and his hunger—that cold, patient hunger which had sustained him for more than twelve centuries—had sharpened until it felt almost like pain.

The banker’s body had already been removed by the Blood Wardens. They understood their master preferred not to look upon his leftovers after feeding. The marble floor had been scrubbed spotless, though the faint copper smell of blood still lingered stubbornly in the air no matter how thoroughly the servants cleaned. Viktor no longer noticed the scent. He had not noticed it for centuries.

Ravenwood Estates was not merely his home. It was his greatest creation. Hidden deep within the English countryside, the gated community had been designed over generations to resemble an exclusive luxury neighborhood. Behind the carefully maintained image, however, it functioned as a concealed slaughterhouse.

At its center stood the Dragomir estate, a sprawling manor of gray stone and black iron that had belonged to Viktor’s bloodline since before the Norman Conquest. From its elevated position, the mansion overlooked nearly two hundred acres of manicured lawns, artificial lakes, and winding driveways.

Surrounding the estate in a careful semicircle stood the mansions of the vampire families who had pledged loyalty to Viktor in exchange for the safety of protected hunting grounds. The Volkovs. The DeSangres. The Virellis. The Falkenraths. The Montclairs. The Korvins. The Blackthornes. The Dacians. The Nightvales. And a dozen lesser houses that had attached themselves to Ravenwood Estates over the decades like parasites clinging to a greater predator. All of them answered to Viktor. All of them survived because he allowed it.

By day, the neighborhood appeared abandoned. Curtains remained drawn. Windows stayed dark. Empty driveways gave no indication of the predators sleeping inside the mansions. But at night the community awakened. Lights flickered on behind glass. Music drifted from open windows. Luxury cars rolled silently through the winding streets. And occasionally, the sharp copper smell of fresh blood rode the evening air.

Behind Viktor, a floorboard creaked. The board had not been loose, and the sound had not been accidental. He sensed her approach long before she reached him. Predators developed instincts sharper than reason after centuries of survival. He felt her presence the way ancient sailors sensed storms approaching across black water. He did not turn around when he spoke, because turning would have implied surprise.

“My love,” he said softly.

Lady Katarina Dragomir emerged from the darkness behind him, her crimson gown whispering across the polished marble floor like a trail of fresh blood. She moved with effortless confidence, carrying herself like a creature that had never known fear and had never been forced to chase what belonged to her.

Her burgundy eyes swept across the chamber before settling upon her husband’s back. Waves of dark hair framed features of almost supernatural perfection, while her pale skin seemed to capture and reflect the moonlight itself. She possessed the sort of beauty that compelled a second glance, yet instinct warned against looking too long. Like a frozen lake beneath a winter sky, the surface appeared flawless while something cold and deadly waited beneath.

She had been beautiful twelve hundred years earlier when Viktor first found her wandering the ruins of a Roman villa, widowed and starving and already more dangerous than most creatures he had encountered. Time had not softened her. It had perfected her.

Katarina pressed herself against his back and wrapped cold arms around his waist. 

“What are you looking at?” she asked quietly.

Viktor continued gazing across the neighborhood. Lights appeared one by one throughout the surrounding mansions as the vampire families emerged from their daytime rest. He spotted Dimitri Volkov crossing the upper floor of his home, already preparing for the night’s hunt. Across the lake, Isabella DeSangre stood upon her balcony, dark hair flowing in the breeze while moonlight bathed her pale skin in silver.

A faint smile touched Viktor’s lips. They were not his children by birth, but they were his children, nonetheless. He regarded them with the detached pride of a man surveying a successful enterprise, valuing them not for who they were, but for the role each played in the design he had spent centuries building.

Finally he spoke. 

“Something changed tonight.”

Katarina’s arms tightened slightly around him. 

“Where?”

“Across the ocean.”

His voice remained calm, but something uneasy lingered beneath it. 

He had felt the rise of Christianity. He had felt the fall of Rome. He had felt the Industrial Revolution spreading across Europe like wildfire threatening to expose creatures such as them to the modern world. This disturbance felt similar. Something had shifted within the balance of power, and Viktor did not yet know whether that shift favored him or threatened everything he had spent centuries building.

Katarina pressed her lips lightly against his shoulder blade. 

“Prey or predator?” she whispered. 

The question was not casual. She wanted to know whether they should prepare for feeding or war.

Viktor considered the possibilities carefully. 

“I do not know.”

The admission tasted bitter. He had not felt uncertainty since the night he murdered the vampire who turned him and claimed his sire’s power for himself. Uncertainty was a mortal emotion, and Viktor Dragomir had spent twelve centuries murdering every trace of mortality within himself.

Katarina stepped around him and placed both hands against his chest. Her burgundy eyes searched his face with unsettling intensity. 

“Uncertainty is simply hunger without direction,” she said softly. “Our kind has hunted the unknown since the first vampire crawled from blood-soaked earth and learned to walk among men.” 

She smiled faintly. 

“We will find whatever changed.” 

Her fingers slid slowly across his chest. 

“And when we do, we will either feed on it or destroy it.”

Viktor finally smiled in return. Moonlight reflected across his fangs as he cupped her face gently in his pale hands and kissed her forehead with surprising tenderness. Then he turned back toward the window and began planning.

Within the hour, their human familiars had already received instructions.

* * *
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GERALD WHITLOCK SAT inside a cramped office near the edge of the community, serving as the clan’s daylight eyes and ears. Computer monitors filled the room with a cold blue glow while sweat collected along his forehead.

He worked through real estate databases with relentless efficiency. Failure was not an option. Failure meant death.

Whitlock’s responsibility was simple: find anything that did not belong. Large cash purchases. Properties acquired through shell identities. Unusual occupancy records. Buyers whose financial histories failed to withstand scrutiny.

Most nights produced nothing of consequence.

This night would be different.

He simply did not know it yet.

Somewhere in western Massachusetts, a newly married couple was about to appear on his radar.

Other familiars spread quietly through neighboring English towns, visiting pubs, petrol stations, hotels, and train stations, searching for rumors of anything strange or unusual. They found nothing, because the disturbance Viktor sensed did not originate in England. It waited across the Atlantic Ocean, and it would take days before Whitlock expanded his search far enough to discover it.

The vampires did not yet know what they hunted. Only that something new had entered the world, and that predators always followed the scent of change.

Katarina eventually drifted away from the window toward the enormous fireplace dominating the eastern wall of the chamber. Above the mantel hung a portrait of Viktor painted centuries earlier before his transformation, back when he had still been human, back when hunger had not yet revealed its true shape. Katarina studied the portrait quietly, then asked the question lingering between them since the night began.

“Do you think the Grand White Witches have returned?”

Viktor remained silent for several moments. The Grand White Witches were supposed to be extinct. History claimed the last of them had died two centuries earlier during the great purge, when vampire clans swept across Europe and America exterminating covens wherever they were found.

He had never trusted that version of events.

Centuries earlier, Viktor had witnessed a Grand White Witch in battle, and the experience had left an impression that time could not erase. With a single sweep of her golden wand, she had reduced a dozen vampires to ash while divine fire fell from the sky around her. The memory lingered within him like an old wound, quiet most days but never gone, and it stirred whenever his instincts warned that something dangerous was approaching.

Finally he answered. 

“I do not know.” 

The words came quietly. 

“And that is exactly what frightens me.”

Katarina slowly turned from the portrait. A strange smile touched her lips, not her hunting smile but something more dangerous. Hope. 

“If one has returned,” she said softly, “then we must find her before another clan does.” 

Her eyes glimmered darkly. 

“A creature of that power cannot be allowed to roam free.”

Viktor nodded slowly. His smile widened into something far more predatory. 

“She belongs to whoever is strong enough to claim her.”

Outside, the moon climbed steadily above Ravenwood Estates while the community awakened beneath its pale glow. Lights illuminated the sprawling mansions, and distant music floated across the lakes as luxury cars wound through the neighborhood’s curving roads. Inside those homes, elegantly dressed vampires gathered for another evening of indulgence, where the wine flowed freely and not every guest would live to see dawn.

The kingdom belonged to its predators. They moved through the darkness with practiced confidence, concealed beneath wealth, refinement, and centuries of tradition. Yet beneath the polished surface, their hunger pulsed through the night like a current of electricity before a storm.

* * *
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ACROSS THE OCEAN, IN a small hotel room in western Massachusetts, Seraphina Valerion-Mercer lay awake beside her sleeping husband and stared at the ceiling, though her attention was not truly on the water-stained plaster above her.

Daniel lay sprawled beneath her, his body pinned beneath the weight of hers, and his chest rose and fell with the deep, boneless rhythm of a man who had been thoroughly and utterly exhausted. 

His skin was slick with sweat, her own sweat mingled with his, and she could feel the damp heat of him against her cheek where she rested her head over his heart. The sheets beneath them had long since been kicked away, tangled somewhere at the foot of the bed, and the thin blanket they had pulled up sometime in the small hours had slipped down to pool around his hips. 

She did not move to adjust it. She was not finished looking at him.

Hours of nonstop lovemaking had finally taken their toll on Daniel Mercer, and she had watched him succumb to exhaustion with a kind of wonder she had not expected. The wine they had drunk at the reception had caught up with him somewhere around the third hour, softening his edges and loosening his tongue until he had whispered things to her in the darkness that made her ancient heart ache with a sweetness she had no name for. 

He had given her everything he had—every ounce of strength, every breath, every beat of his human heart—and now he lay beneath her in the heavy stillness of post-coital collapse, his arm thrown above his head and his mouth slightly open, dead to the world.

She, by contrast, remained awake. Her body still trembled with aftershocks that had not fully released her. Every few minutes a shiver rolled through her pelvis, reminding her of what they had done and how completely he had undone her. Each time it happened, she closed her eyes and waited for the sensation to pass before returning to the quiet study of his sleeping face.

She looked at him physically for the first time, truly looked at him, the way a painter might study a subject or a jeweler might examine a stone. 

His body was muscular and fit, the kind of build that came from manual labor and an unwillingness to sit still rather than any vanity-driven time in a gym. His shoulders were broad, his arms corded with lean muscle, his chest dusted with dark hair that narrowed into a line running down his stomach and disappearing beneath the tangled blanket. He looked, she thought, like a god to lesser men—the kind of man other men wanted to be, and women wanted to be held by. She had seen mortal women stare at him in coffee shops and grocery stores, had watched their eyes linger on his hands, his jaw, the way his shirts fit across his chest.

But she also saw what they could not see. Beneath the muscle and the beauty and the quiet confidence of his bearing, she saw the fragility of his mortal flesh. 

His heart, which beat so steadily beneath her ear, could be stopped by a single well-placed claw. His blood, which ran so warm through his veins, could be drained in minutes by a hungry vampire. His bones could be broken. His skin could be pierced. His breath could be stolen. He was so terribly, heartbreakingly fragile, this husband of hers, and she had bound herself to him knowing exactly how easily he could be taken from her. 

She had made her choice, and she did not regret it, but looking at him now in the aftermath of their passion, she felt the weight of that choice pressing down on her chest like a stone.

Another wave pulsed softly through her body, sweet and completely beyond her control. She bit down gently on her lower lip, fighting back the sound threatening to escape and wake him. The aftershocks had been coming less frequently now, every few minutes instead of every few seconds, but they showed no sign of stopping entirely. Her body remembered what his had done to her, and her body did not care that he was unconscious and would not be able to perform again until well after sunrise. 

Her body simply wanted more, and it was reminding her of that desire in the most distracting way possible.

She shifted slightly, adjusting her weight so that she did not crush him, and pressed a kiss to the center of his chest where his heartbeat was loudest. He did not stir. He had given everything, and now he slept the sleep of the truly depleted, and she loved him all the more for it. 

She pulled the thin blanket up over his shoulders, tucking it around him the way she might have tucked a child into bed, and then she laid her head back down and stared at the ceiling once more.

She could feel something watching her. Something far away but moving closer. Something that had not known she existed until tonight but was learning fast. She reached beneath her pillow and touched the smooth surface of her golden wand, feeling its ancient warmth spread through her fingers like a promise. She had not needed to use it in years. She suspected that would change soon.

Beside her, Daniel murmured something in his sleep and rolled onto his side, his arm draping across her stomach with unconscious possessiveness. She covered his hand with hers and held it there as she made a silent vow to whatever gods might be listening. She would protect him from the darkness that was already turning its attention toward them. She would protect him even if it meant becoming the monster the covens had always feared she might become.

Another tremor moved through her, softer now, fading.

She closed her eyes and waited for dawn.
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