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An ancient demonic king hell-bent on sacrificing his sister. The bloody coup he’ll have to start to save her.
Nyx wasn’t always a six thousand-year-old vampire.
He was Dumuzid, a young man trying to keep his alcoholic stepfather from gambling away the farm.
But when a drunken boast reveals his sister’s dangerous secret, and she’s taken prisoner by the King, he will make a dangerous bargain to save her life, even if it means risking his own.
The countdown has begun. He has five days to assassinate King Jushur and plunge his city-state into chaos, or his sister will be sacrificed to the demons Jushur serves.
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  Chapter 1


He’s doing this on purpose . I ground my teeth and wondered if I’d break one in the next few hours.
The only whisper of noise in the library was the soft patter of computer keys as the vampire pounded out his magnum opus across the aisle from me. The sound would have been soothing if he’d been anyone, anything, else.
His long fingers danced over the keys. Did his big hands make any typos? He was a fast typist, but vampires were fast in general. He could probably type at speeds his computer couldn’t keep up with.
We were the only two people in the place, minus one missing librarian.
He’d probably murdered her. I shifted in the uncomfortable wooden chair. Yep, he’d probably killed her right under my nose. It would be a little reckless, but I could see him doing it.
Sally’s limp, mousy brown ponytail came into view as she circled the taller shelves. Shelving books. I guess he hadn’t drained all the blood from her body. 
If I left him alone with her, would he? Worry ate at my gut, joining the annoyance. Now, I couldn’t leave until he did, and judging by the stack of books he’d pulled, he was here for the long haul.
He stood and stretched, and the crack of his spine was audible from here. He pulled a hand through his short blond hair, and even I had to appreciate all that perfect muscle clenching and unfurling. His white t-shirt rode up, revealing a slice of flat abs and an Adonis belt any woman would want to lick.
Why did his jeans have to be so low? And why did all vampires have to be perfect?
I knew the answer to that last part, but it still made me grumpy. Their beauty helped lure prey. 
But I wasn’t prey.
He winked at me, and I went ramrod straight. He’d noticed I’d been watching him. Of course, he’d noticed. Heat crept into my cheeks as I watched him walk toward the shelves, bare feet not even making a whisper over the maroon carpet. It was nearly the shade of drying blood.
Why are you blushing, idiot? You’re not watching him because he’s hot. You’re watching him because he’s an evil bloodsucker who’s invaded your territory, and he needs to die.
Every night for the past three days, when he got here, he kicked off his shoes as soon as he sat down. Like he owned the place. I didn’t like it. It made him quieter, something that, as a vampire, he was already unnaturally gifted at. And there was nothing sexy about his large bare feet. Nothing.
All vampires were preternaturally gorgeous. The change wiped away all flaws and enhanced their best features. Like expert cosmetic surgery. As if they needed another advantage over humans. Strength, speed, and psychic powers weren’t enough?
I got to my feet and glanced around, double-checking that we were alone before I went after him. I’d solve this right now. I’d let it slide for the past two nights.
I didn’t want to fight him here. In spite of the seeming emptiness of the library, Sally was still here, and there were other places to sit that were blocked from my view and could be hiding more people. Trying to kill him would cause a big scene and involve cops.
Maybe I could scare him off. He knew I was a witch. Our powers had sparked off each other when we’d collided in the stacks.
A strange experience. Usually, a vampire’s energy would irritate me, like sandpaper running over my skin. Maybe even mild nausea if they were powerful enough. His magic had felt like a lover’s caress as it rolled down my spine. It had made my body take notice of him in a very feminine way, which I’d found even more disturbing than my usual reaction. 
Ever since he’d been sending me flirty little glances. Suggestive little smiles. They made me blush every time, damn him. They did funny things to my stomach. Lower.
Why him? I’d never given much thought to guys. I was busy overachieving in high school, learning every skill I could to escape vampire hunting. When I hadn’t been in class, I’d been hunting his kind—a pattern that had continued into my first year of college. 
He might know I was a witch, but he couldn’t know which coven. Which family. He couldn’t know I’d been raised to kill his kind. 
Usually, when vampires found out I was a McCormic, they bolted. Or, at least, tried to. It was rare I let one get away, but this time, I’d let him go for a little peace.
My classes were brutal, and if I studied at home, my mother would find an excuse to interrupt me. She thought a career was a waste of time. 
I should be dedicating myself to hunting vampires and deepening my craft. 
The coven sold spells and potions, and if I practiced more, I could do the same.
She didn’t know I couldn’t, and I planned to keep her in the dark as long as possible.
I followed him behind a row of books in the metaphysical section. He was flipping through one at an impossible speed, but the way his attention shifted from page to page told me he was reading it. Vampire speed translated to reading? You really do learn something new every day.
Now, there was a superpower that had some appeal!
He snapped the book closed and glanced up at me. “Can I help you, gorgeous?” 
I couldn’t place his accent—something distantly European, like he hadn’t been there for years. I wasn’t well-traveled. At all. I’d only been allowed a trip here and there to kill his kind. My mother didn’t exactly believe in sightseeing. 
However, I had heard a lot of languages spoken. Witches came to study with the coven from all over the planet. I wondered if he was so old that the accent from his region had changed.
“I’m a McCormic.” 
The most powerful line of witches there was. The leading family of the most powerful coven in the southern United States. The ones most dedicated to hunting his kind. The stuff of scary vampire bedtime stories. The name held weight among his species.
Instead of the fear I’d expected, rage flashed through his gaze a second before he could smother it. His face became a pleasant mask, and that somehow made me more tense than the rage I’d seen. Calm and collected meant controlled. It meant no stupid mistakes and possibly plotting my death.
His lips twisted into a cruel smirk.  “Well, it can’t be a coincidence that we’ve moved here. You better watch your back, little huntress. Someone is plotting to kill you.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. I couldn’t say I was surprised he was making threats. “When are vampires not trying to kill me?”
His smile became a little more genuine. “I’m sure you’ve pissed off a lot of us.”
“Actually, most of the leeches I’ve faced are dead, so…”
He held his hands up, the book still clasped in one. The gesture was meant to be non-threatening, but I knew that could change in a heartbeat. 
Faster.
“I’m not interested in a fight, witch. I’ve come here for research. Not to be hounded by a hunter. Can we agree to a truce, or are you going to try and kill me?”
What could he be researching that was so important he refused to avoid or kill an enemy? My gaze flicked to the cover of the book he was holding. It was old. Simple black with silver lettering. His fingers obscured most of the text, but one word stood out below them. Demonology. 
Oh, man.
Toying with demons was nasty business. If it were just this vampire at risk, I’d let it go, but when demons broke loose from their summoners, they carved a path of carnage so vast that previous occurrences were taught as some of the darkest times in human history. 
In the days of camera phones and instant connectivity, it would risk exposing us all. Not to mention, the loss of life would be unimaginable. 
If I managed to scare him away, I’d never find out what he was up to. 
I was never going to pass my summer semester classes.
“I want you to leave.” Now that I’d confronted him, I couldn’t let him stay without a fight. He might realize I planned to watch him and get in the way of whatever nefarious plot he was working toward.
His eyes narrowed. He placed the book on the shelf and stalked toward me. I’d underestimated him. He wouldn’t be easily threatened. I might have to hurt him to get him to back off. Though if I had to kill him, it would solve my problems.
I backed up to keep some distance between us, but he came at me in a burst of speed. My back hit the shelves, and he was in my face, his body pressed flush against mine.
I went for the knife hidden at the small of my back. If he was going to get aggressive, I’d just kill him. To hell with the consequences. But I was too damned slow. He grabbed both my hands and pinned them against the shelves above my head. 
There was a sharp pop as the fluorescent lights above us exploded right before the whole library was plunged into darkness. He hunched his body over mine, shielding me from falling glass. It emphasized how much bigger than me he was. Though at five-three, most men were. He had to be over six feet.
I was stronger than a human but not as strong as him, and now I didn’t have the element of surprise on my side.
His dark chuckle caused things low in my body to clench. I flushed at my lack of control over my libido. 
His warm breath brushed my throat, and chills broke out over my arms. He wouldn’t try to feed from me here, would he? He seemed reluctant to cause a scene, but he could manipulate the minds of anyone in here if they heard me scream and came to help. I tried to get free, but his hands were like manacles. 
“Now, now. Play nice, beautiful. I don’t appreciate your threats or being showered with glass. You could have hurt yourself. We’ve been at peace for several days now. No reason to change that.”
“I didn’t blow out the lights, you did.” I didn’t have enough power to put out a candle most days, let alone blow the electricity in the whole building.
His lips brushed my ear, and I shivered. “Whatever you need to tell yourself. You think I haven’t noticed you watching me? You’re threatening me, but every time you lick your lips and shift in your seat, it’s like an invitation. Are you thinking about my cock between your thighs? I know I am. If you weren’t a prejudiced little witch, maybe you’d be coming for me right now.”
His breath brushed my lips, smelling like coffee and cinnamon. His words might have been crude, but the confidence was sexy.
Kiss me.
“If that’s what you want.”
Had I spoken out loud? I didn’t think I had, but that would be absolutely mortifying. 
His lips slid across mine. The caress was gentle, but I felt it down to my toes. My nipples tightened as I rubbed myself against his chest, arching for more.
He pulled back enough to whisper against my lips. “No, you didn’t ask aloud. Vampires can’t usually read minds, but we can hear a mental scream. You want my lips that badly, my curious witch? I’ll kiss you all damned night.”
I’d mentally shouted at him to kiss me? Okay, equally as mortifying as saying it out loud, but before I could be embarrassed enough to pull away, he deepened the kiss with a chuckle. When I gasped, he slid inside. His tongue against mine made me tingle all over. 
I threw my arms around his neck, the hand not clenched around my dagger threaded through his hair. 
When he pulled away, I was breathless. I wanted to ask him why he’d stopped, but he cursed and muttered, “They’ve found the breaker box. Our fun is over.”
His weight pressing me into the shelves was gone, and when the lights came back on, he was nowhere in sight. I realized then he’d released my hands without taking my knife, and instead of stabbing him, I’d clung to him like I’d never let go.






  
  Chapter 2


When I’d made it back to my workstation, he was already gone, with no trace to indicate he’d ever been there in the first place. Which was good. I wasn’t sure I could face him under the bright, humming lights of reality. 
What the hell had I done? How could I have kissed a vampire? What was wrong with me? 
It was stress. It had to be. A packed summer schedule, vampire hunting duties, a mother who was a cold bitch on her good days. A sister so perfect, she made me want to rebel a little.
That’s what it was. Some sort of late rebellion I’d missed in my teenage years. Or… he could have manipulated my mind. 
But I was a witch, albeit a weak one. Still, he shouldn’t have been able to influence me psychically. Which would mean all those shameful feelings I felt in the dark were entirely my own.
I couldn’t stay here another second. I needed far away from here and from everything I’d felt. I took a deep breath. He was just a hot guy. Another pretty face masking evil. Whatever had come over me wouldn’t happen again.
It couldn’t happen again.
Besides, he knew I was on to him. I’d lost my chance to spy. He wouldn’t be back.
I shoved my laptop and half my textbooks into my bag. I juggled the other half that wouldn’t fit and asked myself why I hadn’t gotten e-book copies. I preferred physical books, but this was ridiculous. I nodded to Sally as I pushed the doors open and made my way into the night.
The warm, damp air immediately made me feel sticky. It had rained while I was in the library not studying. While I was in the library making out with a vampire.
Would my mother and sister be able to look at me and know? Would the shame be written on my face? I sure as hell hoped not.
One of the books in the middle was slowly tipping toward the ground, destabilizing the entire pile. It thunked to the ground before I could get things back under control. I cursed when I lost my grip on the other three, and everything hit the damp pavement. 
And now I had three hundred dollars in damp textbooks. This was the last straw. I was switching to e-books, love for physical ones be damned. Fine night this was shaping up to be. 
I slipped the heavy backpack off my shoulders so it wouldn’t pull me off balance as I crouched to pick them up. It was water resistant. It could sit on the ground for a bit.
I reached for the first book when a heavy booted foot came down on it. A little shiver of trepidation buzzed under my skin. In any other vampire hunter, it would have been anticipation, but I wanted to be done with this life. I shouldn’t have confronted him in the first place. 
I didn’t want to hunt anymore.
I wanted a normal life. A career, a family. Maybe a little world travel. I didn’t want the short, brutal existence most vampire hunters had. 
I didn’t want to be murdered in front of my children and feel that sickening horror of what would happen to them when they were at the mercy of vampires.
My gaze traveled up to the man’s face, and I blinked in surprise. 
Not my library vampire. 
Much older. At least in appearance. I judged him to be in his mid-fifties. Clean shaven. His graying hair was slicked back by gel, which I always thought looked a little gross. Slimy. The televangelist kind of look. The small magic I could wield told me he was human. A complete magical null, which was rare.
I let power build in my hands. Just a little. Just so I was ready for anything. One of the few things I could do was deliver a nasty shock when grabbed. Why exactly was this asshole putting his foot on my expensive textbooks?
“Excuse me. You’re on my stuff.” I smiled and poured on as much Southern charm as possible. The last thing I wanted to be was sweet, but until he gave me a reason to pull out the bitch I’d make an attempt.
He stared down at me, unsmiling, almost as if he hadn’t heard me.
Footsteps pounded the pavement behind me, coming fast. I jumped to my feet, seized the guy’s shirt, and flung him behind me just as a loud bang nearly deafened me. The man I’d thrown hollered as he hit the ground. 
Agony lit up my back, and I stumbled to my knees. He’d taken most of whatever had been shot at me, but I’d still caught some. I scrambled up, ready to run.
“You, bitch!” Someone large rammed into my side, knocking the air out of me as I fell. My head rocked back, and there was a blinding flash of pain before everything went dark.
I wasn’t sure how long I was out of it. It couldn’t have been long. I was being carted through the library parking lot, someone’s shoulder digging into my gut.
I tried to raise power in my hands. I’d fry this fucker like a chicken wing. But when I called on my magic, I felt resistance. It was like reaching for something behind a plate of glass. My breath started to come faster. The one small bit of magic I was capable of, and now I was blocked? Something was wrong. 
I rained blows down on the man who was carrying me. Each move lit my back with fire as I flailed my arms and legs.
He grunted and cursed me. “Ted, the bitch is awake. Help me.” 
“I’m coming.”
Ted approached from the side, syringe in hand. His slicked-back hair was rumpled now, falling into his eyes. His shirt was a mass of blood, and the look in his gaze promised retribution for getting him shot.
He passed too close to me, and I aimed my fist at his face, cracking him across the jaw. He stumbled and fell on his side, looking a little dazed. They might have blocked my powers somehow, but I was still stronger than a human woman. 
The needle still ended up embedded in my arm, and I yanked it out. Fuck, it was empty. How long did I have before I went down?
I bit the guy holding me on the back, and he dumped me on to the pavement with a howl. I spat and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand as I scrambled to my feet. Sweaty, unwashed bastard. 
His boot connected with my backside, and I hit the ground but managed to save my face. My knees were another matter. And whatever they’d injected me with started to kick in. My head was light, stuffed with cotton. My vision had taken on a bright, blurry edge. Heavenly, if I hadn’t been terrified. I wasn’t sure I could stand up.
“Ted, help me with this bitch!” 
“Andy! Help!” A scream came from the darkness, and we both froze, our gazes jerking in that direction. Ted was nowhere in sight. He screamed again. 
“Ted!”
I pushed myself to my feet, and reality swung wildly around me. I sat heavily on the cement base of a street lamp, looking around the darkened parking lot. Beyond the light cast by the lamp, it was hard to make out what was going on. But I didn’t think Ted and Andy were the only ones out hunting tonight. 
My vampire was waiting on me, ready to take me up on my threat. My rising anxiety couldn’t shake the drug, but I did wonder if I shouldn’t have resisted. Facing these men would be less dangerous than squaring off with a vampire while I was under the influence. 
He seized my arm. “Are you going to come quietly, or do you want to be eaten by whatever else is out here?”
I blinked at him slowly. It took precious seconds to figure out what he was saying. I wasn’t sure I could walk. 
I must have taken too long because Andy pulled a knife out of his pocket and stuck it in my face. “I’m not supposed to kill you, but I will. Start walking.” He raised his voice. “Whatever you are, I’ll gut her!”
If what hunted us was what I suspected, I wasn’t sure it would care if he killed me. Hell, I wasn’t sure who I wanted to win this fight. Either way, my luck had run out. 
I couldn’t hold myself up anymore. I slipped off the lip of concrete and hit the ground. I barely felt the impact. I heard the patter of feet fleeing the scene. Andy was making a run for it.
A figure seemed to materialize from out of the darkness. In a blink, he was crouched in front of me. Though I really couldn’t be sure how long that blink had been.
The vampire’s mouth was coated in blood, fangs fully extended, his lips pulled back in a snarl. If I’d had any control left over my body, I would have shrunk away from him. Gone was the handsome man I’d all but thrown myself at. In his place was the monster I’d known him to be all along. 






  
  Chapter 3


Something sharp dug into my back, and I twisted away with a whimper. A large, warm hand landed on my bare thigh, and I froze. I was naked except for my underwear. 
“Easy, witch. I need to dig this iron out of your back if you want to set me on fire with your powers or whatever you have up your witchy sleeve.” 
Iron. That’s why I couldn’t call on my magic when those idiots tried to kidnap me. Unease snaked through my belly. This hadn’t been your average kidnapping then. They knew I was a witch, and they knew a lot about us if they knew iron would cut off my powers.
“I don’t seem to have any sleeves,” I muttered darkly. “Why don’t I have any clothes on, vampire?”
He rubbed his palm over my thigh like he was soothing an animal. Only I wasn’t comforted by the contact. Never mind the shiver that ran up my back and the goosebumps that broke out along my arms.
“I repeat; your back is peppered with iron. Blood was everywhere. I had to make sure you weren’t more injured than I suspected, and I needed access to dig everything out. Be thankful I left your underwear.” 
He ran a finger under the elastic that met my thigh. “As cute as these little strawberries are, I think there are a few pieces of shrapnel I have to dig out of your pert little ass. They might have to come off.”
I gasped, and my face burned. Of all the underwear I had in my collection, I wouldn’t have chosen the white, cotton, strawberry-printed ones to be what a sexy guy saw. Even if he was a bloodsucker. 
Screw the annoyingly cute panties, I needed to regroup. He hadn’t killed me, and he could have. Hell, he could have just left me passed out in the parking lot to become someone else’s problem.
“Why am I tied up?” That was the most disconcerting part. Even more so than being nearly naked under his hands. I tugged at the ropes experimentally, but there was no give.
“I thought you might come to and take a swing at me. I wanted to save my handsome face.”
“Untie me. Now,” I said through gritted teeth.
“Hold still.” Was his only response as he went back to digging in my back.
“A normal person would have taken me to the hospital.”
He snorted. “Neither one of us is normal. I’m not exactly one to panic at the sight of blood. I looked at your injuries and determined they weren’t dangerous enough to take you to a doctor. How do you explain witch healing speed to hospital staff anyway?”
He had a point. A witch’s healing was nothing compared to a vampire’s, which could be nearly instantaneous depending on the severity of the injury, but it was still abnormally fast. It would raise some eyebrows if I showed up in a hospital. 
I trembled under his grip as I felt a trickle of blood spill down my side. Would he fall on me like some crazed beast? I was defenseless, tied down like this. My feet were bound, too. How much control did he have over his bloodlust? I pulled at the tie that held me to the bed, unable to help myself. 
“Be still,” he growled. “I’ll do more damage if you’re not careful.”
“But…” I swallowed my protest.
“But what?”
“How can you treat my back without wanting to feed from me?”
He hummed absently, focused on his task. “I’m over seven hundred years old. It would take months of starvation before I’d lose control enough to kill you. You’re in no danger now. I’m well-fed. Ted met with a very unfortunate end.”
My gut clenched. He’d murdered a man tonight. Though, it was hard to feel sympathy for the person who’d tried to kidnap me. 
“Andy got away because you passed out on me. You’ll need to watch your back. I expect he’ll bring in reinforcements.”
“Reinforcements?”
The teeth-grinding pain in my back stopped as he shifted and dropped something on the bed near my head. An iron medallion with a strange design on it. It took me a second to place the mark. I’d only ever seen it in the old family grimoires. “A witch hunter’s mark?”
He grunted. “Any idea what you’ve done to deserve their scrutiny?”
“Nothing. I didn’t even know witch hunters existed anymore. At least not in any organized capacity.”
He paused, trailing a finger down my thigh. Chills broke out in his wake. Pleasant chills. The kind of chills that made me crave his hands in more erotic places, and I mentally cursed my reaction to him. 
He was right. Apparently, I wasn’t too injured, and with my powers on lockdown, I couldn’t feel his grating vampiric aura against them. The sense that told me he was dangerous.
Though that sense had been annoyingly absent when it came to him.
“Be honest with me, witch. They only target your kind if you’re up to no good. I won’t let you go until you tell me what you’ve been doing.”
I yanked on the ties holding me with renewed vigor. “Let me up! I don’t have to tell you anything. And there’s nothing to tell.”
“So, there have been demon omens all over the country, and witch hunters just happened to come out of hiding to attack the wrong girl? The same girl who happens to be spying on me while I’m looking into demonic activity? I don’t buy it.”
“If anyone is in league with demons, it’s you, vampire. I saw the book you were holding before you attacked me.”
He laughed, but it was more an affronted burst of air. “Attacked you? You were dying for me to kiss you, and when I did, you jumped on me.”
My face burned because he was right. I’d wrapped my arms around his neck. I hadn’t even realized he’d released my knife hand until the kiss had ended.
He stood and seized the medallion, tying the leather strap around my neck. He managed not to catch my hair in the knot even though he’d tied it fairly tight. “There, now I can dig the metal out of your back, but you’ll still be powerless when I’m done.”
“If you think I’m capable of whatever you’re accusing me of, why did you bother to help me?”
He grumbled something I didn’t hear under his breath and continued to doctor my back. I flinched from him. “You’re hurting me.”
“I know, beautiful. I’m sorry. I’m almost done.”
“And then what?” Why was he helping me? He knew my family hunted his kind. He knew leaving me alive was a threat to him.
“And then you convince me you haven’t been summoning demons.”
I ground my teeth. “I haven’t been. I’m a business major taking a full summer semester with finals coming up. I don’t have time to sleep, let alone fool with any demons. And I’m not stupid enough to dabble in that, anyway. They’re hard to control and tend to go on murderous rampages. Starting with the summoner. You notice how I’m still alive, right?”
“Very,” he rumbled.
I flushed at the note in his voice. That dark, male tone told me he liked having me naked in his bed. Wouldn’t mind keeping me there…
I didn’t mind as much as I thought I would, either.
Down girl.
“Okay, so what do I have to do to ‘convince’ you I’m not in league with demons?”
He snorted. “You don’t have to make it sound so dubious.”
“Well, I already told you I don’t know why witch hunters targeted me other than the fact that I’m a witch. If you want more of an explanation, I’m not sure what to tell you.” 
I was equally as confused as him. Witch hunters weren’t really a thing these days. The years of witch trials had gotten too many innocent people killed, mostly for their land, it turned out. The real witches stopped practicing or kept it a secret as the dangers mounted. The predator dies out when the prey dies out.  
“One thing I don’t get: if they were witch hunters, why am I alive? Witch hunters used to be the kill first type. Why was I being kidnapped?”
“Something I’ll be sure to ask before I rip out Andy’s jugular.” 
I glanced at him. He’d said I needed to watch my back because Andy was still out there, but clearly, he planned on taking care of the issue himself. 
“Why would you kill him? He’s not your concern.”
His expression was a guarded mask. Carefully neutral. “You know a vampire’s saliva can help heal injuries.” He ran a finger under the waistband of my panties. “It keeps people from bleeding out. The bites from scarring.”
I didn’t like the way this conversation was heading. Was he trying to distract me? “I don’t need it. I’m a witch. I have accelerated healing already, and I’ll have someone in the coven patch me up if you’ll just let me go.”
He bit his lip, but it did nothing to hold in the wicked smile that formed. “I think you like being at my mercy, witch. I know that’s how I want you.”
I jerked at the ropes to prove him, and more importantly, myself, wrong. “Untie these, vampire.”
“Liam.”
“What?”
“My name. And you’re Grace. The beloved youngest of the McCormic coven.” 
“How do you know that?” I’d only told him I was a McCormic when I’d confronted him. I’d never mentioned my first name.
“Picked your pocket while you were trying to jump my bones. Now, hold still while I tend to your back.” 
“I told you I don’t need you to.”
“Maybe I want a taste of you. Has any vampire ever gotten a taste of you?”
My breath hitched when he ran his tongue over one of the wounds on my shoulder blade. It burned at first, but as he slowly moved from spot to spot, I reluctantly admitted to myself that the pain was lessening until there was only the low hum of arousal as his mouth moved over my body.
I clenched my thighs together and tried to remember he was only healing me, except I knew that was a lie.
When his lips moved to the curve of my ass, I jumped and shouted. “Okay, that’s enough.” I cursed the feminine panic in my voice. It didn’t exactly sound authoritative.
“If I don’t get these, your ride home might be uncomfortable.”
He clamped his hand down on my upper thigh to hold me still. Very upper thigh. His hand rested against the gusset of my underwear. He made a small sound in his throat at the dampness he felt there.
I squirmed against his hand, trying to get him to move it… maybe, but all that caused was more friction. And then he started moving his fingers, rubbing slowly over my sex.
I bit my lip but couldn’t hold in the whimper. I’d touched myself before, but it hadn’t felt like this. He had complete control of my body in that moment. 
His hands and mouth were suddenly gone. The ropes slithered off my ankles and wrists without being touched, and I leapt from the bed, pressing my back to the wall. He sat very still, breathing heavily.
He finally cleared his throat and met my gaze. “You should leave now while I’ll still let you go.”
I flew toward the door, fumbling with it. It was locked. I’d swear on my life the deadbolt was stuck.
He laughed. “You might want to slow down long enough to put your clothes on.”
There was a rush of air at my back, and when I turned, he was gone.






  
  Chapter 4


There was a clatter behind me, and I jumped. My eyes darted around the room. Just someone dropping an armful of books. Come on, Grace, keep it together. 
The library had more people in it now than last night, and I planned to leave long before I was the last one out. I was also more heavily armed. Blades were hidden everywhere a person could hide one.
Now that I knew I was being hunted, I couldn’t get rid of my tension. It was an unfamiliar feeling. I was generally the hunter, not the hunted.
There was no sexy vampire tonight, though I had shown up a little earlier than usual. Vampires could come out in daylight, but it didn’t mean they’d do it voluntarily. I slumped back in my chair and sighed. He’d probably decided it was more trouble than it was worth to come do research here.
This is a good thing. Why do you want to see him anyway? He’s dangerous. Just because he saved your ass doesn’t mean he’s not the enemy.
It did make it harder to view him that way, though.
A large pink box thumped onto the table in front of me, and I glanced up. And there he was. Tousled blond hair, sexy smile, and those Caribbean blue eyes.
He flipped the lid back on the box before he took a seat. “I brought sustenance.”
I eyed the glossy donuts from some gourmet bakery in town. They were tempting, but I was already more curvy than my mother or my sister. Something my mother never failed to point out.
“As amazing as they look, they’re not sustenance. They’re barely food. And I’m not allowed to have them. I have to stay in peak physical condition to…” I glanced around. There were people here tonight, so I’d have to stay incognito. “Do my job.” 
He rolled his eyes and leaned closer to me. “You’re like twenty? I think you can have a donut and remain in ‘peak physical condition.’” His expression turned sly. “Unless you think it will lead you into all other kinds of temptation.”
He leaned back, and I jumped when he braced his bare foot on my chair between my thighs. I reached down, and when my hand brushed over his ankle, it was almost like getting an electric jolt. His eyes went heavy-lidded, and I swallowed hard before pushing his foot off my chair.
I seized a pastry. “I’ll take the donut, nothing more.”
He smirked. “We’ll see about that.”
He jerked his chin at my laptop as he broke a donut in half. “What are you working on?”
“Today? The final paper for my economics class. I’ve got a packed summer semester.”
He grimaced like the thought pained him. “Never met a McCormic that went to college.”
My lips pinched. I’d just bet he hadn’t. At my annoyed look, he rushed on. “Not that you’re not smart. I believe the thinking is that your… ‘job’ is more important.”
I let some of my annoyance go. It wasn’t his fault that my family was the way it was. “Well, that job doesn’t pay the bills.” 
The rest of the coven and selling spells paid the bills. Most of the coven had careers, but not my family. We hunted vampires, and the rest of them supported us to make sure we could keep doing our work. And selling spells was something I simply couldn’t do. 
He scowled. “I hear it pays the bills for your sister.”
I couldn’t keep the grin from curling my lips. “Because she likes to piss off our mother.” 
Kori charged for hunting vampires. She’d never refuse to help people who couldn’t pay if the vampire was killing civilians, but there were enough towns that could work her services into the budget. 
She figured she did a dangerous job and should be compensated for it. She also got it done. There were a lot of ‘vampire hunters’ that would just find a fresh body in the local cemetery and say they’d dealt with the problem to get paid. 
I was anxious to change the topic before he could dig too deeply. “What about you? Why are you here?”
“Some light reading.” He thumped a book on the table, and a few people glared at him for making the sound. I couldn’t read the title. The words looked German, but I was no expert. “And you need someone to watch your back.”
I gritted my teeth. “I can take care of myself.”
“You were nearly kidnapped last night.”
“And now I’m prepared.”
“And they will be too. You’ll be in less danger if I’m watching out for you. Besides, I suspect witch hunters aren’t the only ones hunting you.”
“No offense, vampire, but having you guard me doesn’t feel much like protection.” And if anyone found out, we’d both be in danger. “Who else is hunting me?”
He grimaced. “My brother. Let’s just say our families have a history. I don’t think it was a coincidence that Jasper suggested we move here. Alaric is going to be pissed.”
At the names of his brothers, some buried piece of information snapped into place in my brain. I leapt to my feet, but he seized my wrist.
His expression was hard. “Sit down, Grace.”
I glanced around the room because grabbing me would cause a scene, but it had emptied out. A library teaming with people, and they were all gone.
My gaze jerked to his, and he smirked. “I made a few little mental suggestions. We’re alone except for the librarian, who is off doing librarian things. That and she isn’t human. Sally would know better than to get between us.”
I sank slowly back into my seat, and he released my wrist.
I swallowed and licked my lips. What I knew about his family was dark. 
My ancestors had tried to kill him and his brothers, and they’d been massacred instead. They hadn’t known what they were doing then. They were the first to hunt vampires. Just enough of the lineage was left alive that they weren’t the last.
The rumor was that the brothers had killed more people than the Black Plague before leaving Europe and likely continuing their reign of terror elsewhere.
“Whatever you’ve heard about us is likely a lie. Your ancestors would have every reason to stretch the truth.”
I cleared my throat. “Then what is the truth?” Like I’d believe him.
“Alaric was the only vampire in the family before his fiancé and her lover took us as hostages. They tortured my brother so brutally he would have died if Alaric hadn’t turned him. What do they tell you? That Alaric was a killer? Alaric suspects he was gaining too much power as a knight. Too much loyalty. The man he owed fealty to was trying to have him killed. It was all politics and greed.”
“And the mass murders in Europe?”
Liam shrugged. “What would you do if they’d tried to kill your family? Though I’m sure, those murders are greatly exaggerated in your witch history. You should take it from someone who lived through it.”
I snorted. “Yes, because you have no reason to lie.”
He shrugged. “It won’t stop me from keeping an eye on you either way.”
I narrowed my gaze on him. “Because you still wonder if I’m summoning demons? Why are you mixed up in that anyway?”
He lost his teasing look and leaned back in his chair. “That’s a long story. Don’t you have work to do?”
Pfft, like I could concentrate now. I only quirked a brow at him.
He sighed and leaned forward. After hesitating a beat, I did too. 
“Remember how I mentioned demon omens?”
I nodded. “What’s been sighted?”
I didn’t know much about demons, but I knew you might be able to figure out what you were dealing with based on the particular activity.
He shifted in his seat. “It would be easier to answer what hasn’t been happening. You name it, we’ve got it. A rise in seismic activity, missing persons, electrical storms, animal mutilations...”
He glanced around, clearly paranoid that we’d be overheard, and I tensed, wondering what bomb he was about to drop on me.
“Every five hundred years, the veil between worlds thins, and you get… beings that don’t belong here crossing over. Our realm is far more hospitable than some. Rich in natural resources. And humans. Humans that make good slaves, good mates, good food depending on what you’re dealing with.”
A shiver rolled down my spine. Even most vampires wouldn’t label humans strictly as food. They might think we were beneath them, but they didn’t view us as livestock.
“But what I’m most concerned with is the demons. The legends go that they’re the reason the witches walled off our little section of the universe. They’re violent and manipulative. They corrupt. And if the demon princes can take human brides, they can keep the gates between our dimensions open permanently.”
Every spell had its loopholes. Things that sealed it. Things that broke it. Nothing lasted forever.
“How do you know all this?” I whispered.
“Because last time it happened, I was there. Ground fucking zero. It’s why I’m not as hateful toward witches as my brothers. I worked beside them for years in Europe. My brothers were off circumnavigating the globe or exploring East Asia or something. They missed it. I mean, they might have seen signs where they were, but most of it went down in Europe.”
“If it happens every five hundred years, why so much concern? It’s been prevented before. How did you stop it last time?”
He nodded. “There’s a time limit. The princes and the entourage that usually comes with them have a year on this side. The witches were able to send some demons back early. But there must be another answer. Something more permanent.”
“Like what?”
He shrugged. “Most of the witches were hunted down. Those who weren’t murdered started practicing in secret. Why kill a bunch of people if they weren’t the answer to keeping these dimensional rifts shut? 
“But with so many dead, knowledge has been lost. There are rumors that the spell that holds the worlds apart is crumbling. I’m not sure there are enough witches now to seal it again. And at least one of the princes has a human bride on this side already.”
I sat up straighter. “After five hundred years?”
“Turns out once you’re bound to a demon prince, you’re very immortal. Harder to kill than a vampire. Believe me, once she realized what she’d done, she tried everything to wiggle out of the deal,” he said.
“The thing is, this time, the omens are early. So either the seal is very weak, or something else is going on. I’m not sure what’s more dire. If it’s the demon princes, we know what we’re dealing with. If it’s something new? I can’t even begin to predict what will happen. 
“I’m actually considering leaving for Europe. My research has ground to a halt, and that’s where they popped up last time. The literature on them in Europe is thick. Some texts are so obscure there’s only one copy, and I can’t get my hands on them here, but the omens are here. If I leave, I risk shit going down.”
“And you feel like if you leave, the world will fall apart?” 
That I could empathize with. I often wondered what would happen to my family when I quit vampire hunting. If I could quit… What if I wasn’t around when they needed me? Would I be selfishly putting them at risk?
He chuckled, but it wasn’t humorous. “I guess that’s a stupid thought. It’s not like I can do any more here. It might be more important to have the research done.”
I bit my lip. “So you assumed that because witch hunters were after me, I was dealing with demons?”
He shrugged. “It happens. Demons can give someone a lot of power. Some people are seduced by that, witch or not.”
“Well, just so you know, I’m not.” I hesitated. “I might be able to help you. My family has a lot of old spell books. I could see what I could find.” 
If I got the chance. If I started poking around the coven’s things when I’d rarely shown an interest, my mother would get suspicious. 
He scowled. “Why would you help me?”
I stood with a shrug. “I don’t want to see anyone get hurt. Demons cause a lot of carnage. If there are already missing persons, people are dead.”
One part of my duty I could never walk away from was the need to save lives.






  
  Chapter 5


Ibraced myself as I pulled up in the driveway and got out of the car. My mother’s vehicle was in the driveway, so it didn’t look like I’d get to go through any of the spell books today. 
You’d think the tension with my mother would have eased after my teenage years, but lately, it had become a daily battle.
I avoided her as much as possible, and today, I’d gotten unlucky. 
As soon as I opened the door, she called my name from somewhere upstairs. The smell that assailed me was gag-worthy. A combination of piss and sulfur, like she was boiling rotten eggs and kidneys. 
I leaned my head back outside to gulp fresh air and decided in that second that I was staying somewhere else tonight. 
Anywhere else. 
I’d sleep in my car if I had to. Hopefully, the smell didn’t cling to my clothes on my way out the door.
I dropped my backpack out on the porch (no need to tote that heavy bastard in if I wasn’t staying) and took the stairs two at a time up to my room. 
“Grace?”
Realizing I hadn’t answered her the first time, I shouted, “Yes, sorry, mother. The smell nearly knocked me out when I came in. What potion are you brewing?”
I couldn’t place the noxious fumes, so it was nothing we usually did. Healing and strength potions were the regular around here, but she could have taken on anything for a client. 
She stepped into the doorway as I was pulling my overnight bag out of the closet.
She’d always been model pretty. High cheekbones and the kind of pert little nose people paid plastic surgeons for. Her hair was such a pale blonde that it was hard to tell if she was graying. The only signs of aging were the slight scowl lines that bracketed her mouth. But where a model might have been stick thin, she was all lean muscle.
Neither Kori nor I had gotten her extreme beauty. We were ‘girl next door pretty’ with more golden coloring than her cooler Ice Queen tones.
“Never mind the potion. I want you to tell me about the vampire.”
Her voice held a harsh and vicious bite, but I was used to that. I froze for a split second before I went to the dresser to dig out socks and underwear.
“What vampire?” I asked absently, though she had my full attention. I knew who she likely meant, but playing dumb was my best bet. After all, I hunted vampires. She might not mean Liam.
“The one at the library. Zach saw you together today. He said you looked… friendly.”
Certainly more friendly than we should have been.
“We’re most definitely not. We’ve exchanged threats of bodily harm, but I can’t exactly kill him in a library full of people. I haven’t been able to track him down outside of it.”
Not that I’d tried. Not that I really needed to. I’d been in his apartment. Though he likely didn’t live there all the time. Vampires liked to stay moving to avoid people like us. 
That and boredom, I’d imagine. When you’d lived hundreds of years, was anything new and exciting? But I’d bet anything there would be no tracking needed if I wanted to find him. He struck me as too arrogant to have moved apartments because a witch knew where he lived.
“You need to kill him.”
I gritted my teeth as I started packing weapons on top of my clothing. If the smell hadn’t made me want to leave, this line of questioning would have been enough to push me out the door. I’d even hunt at a party before continuing this conversation with her.
Because what you’re doing is wrong. You don’t want to kill him because you like him. 
It has nothing to do with ‘liking.’ He saved my life. It hardly seems fair to murder him for it. “I’m aware that I need to kill him, but unless you’d like me to make the nightly news, I need to find an appropriate time.”
When I straightened and faced her, she was scowling down at my bag. 
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to do the job you always want me to do. I’m going to go hunt vampires. I haven’t found an appropriate time to kill this one, but a few of Astrid’s friends are going to a party, and I can do my job there.” 
I hadn’t been invited by Astrid or her friends, but there was always a party or a nest. The hunters staying with Astrid would be up to something. “Do you approve?”
“I don’t like you hunting with those humans.”
I rolled my eyes and slung the heavy bag over my shoulder. My mother never failed to make me feel and behave like a teenager. 
She’d always… well, I wouldn’t say hated Astrid. More like she considered Astrid beneath us. As a human, Astrid was more susceptible to a vampire’s mind control; she didn’t heal as quickly as us, and she wasn’t as strong. Mother thought that teaching her to hunt vampires was dangerous for us, as well as Astrid.
However, over the years, Astrid had proved her worth. My mother couldn’t deny that.
“Goodbye, Mother. We can discuss this later.”
I left her fuming in my room as I rushed out of the house, but dread clawed at my stomach. She knew about Liam, which put him in danger. If he kept showing up, he was going to get himself killed.

      [image: ]Sometimes, being a female vampire hunter could be easy. Be passably pretty, go to a feeder party, hold up the wall with a drink, and look lonely. You might have to turn away some human admirers, but eventually, your target for the night would find you.
The vampire who had found me was handsome. They all were, I suppose. One of the perks of being a vampire was that it made you physically flawless. Yet, for all his beauty, I couldn’t help but compare him to Liam. He fell far short. 
His hair was a light brown, cropped close to his head. He had a strong jaw and a lean runner’s build. Shorter than Liam, but still taller than me. He was talking about some sort of sporting event, and I’d tuned him out.
He was young. At least in vampire years. In human years, he looked older than me. Maybe late twenties. But my limited powers told me he’d only been a vampire for a few years. Ten, max, but I’d bet good money on the number being half that. 
It almost seemed unfair to hunt him. He’d kill eventually. They all did. At least according to everything I’d been raised to believe. 
The music was loud, the lighting was dim, and vampires were everywhere. Their auras brushing over mine made my skin itch, and the hairs on my neck stood up. It always felt like they were watching you, which you always hoped was paranoia.
When I suggested we find some privacy, the vampire chatting me up was more than eager. 
You had to be careful. A lot of vampires knew the game, and if you tried to lure them away too soon, they’d know what you were, but I was impatient tonight. And I did have one thing on my side; they thought they were safe in places like this. Only the boldest of hunters would come to a vampire-hosted party to make a kill.
I faked an air-headed giggle as he pulled me out of the crowded living room and into the darkened parts of the house. We passed through a wide doorway, and I didn’t get to see more than a dining room table and chairs before he shoved me against the wall and pressed his lips to mine.
The kiss was sloppy and wet, and I tasted the vague notes of old blood and wondered if he brushed his teeth with any kind of regularity. Was there any incentive to brush them if they wouldn't rot out?
His hands gripped my ass, and I fought down the urge to smack him. I needed him distracted, after all.
A shadow rose out of the darkness behind him so quickly that I didn’t have time to react. A fist tangled in the collar of his shirt and flung him off of me. I tried to back away, but a palm struck my sternum, forcing me into the wall and knocking the air from my lungs. 
I went for the knife at my back, but before I could raise it, my wrist was circled in a powerful grip and pinned to the wall.
Whoever had me had done it all in seconds while keeping his eyes on the vampire who had been pawing me.
“Leave now, you idiot, and break up the party.” He glared down at me. “We have hunters in our midst.”






  
  Chapter 6


“How many more hunters are here, witch?” He snarled. 
I would have answered, but my voice stuck in my throat as my brain processed the similarities between this vampire and the one who kept showing up in my life. It was uncanny and impossible. This had to be one of Liam’s brothers.
He was massive and blond. Built for ancient battles. He wore his hair much longer than Liam did. It fell just past his shoulders.
His hand slid to my throat, and he squeezed. Not enough to cut off my oxygen, but the threat was clear. “How many?”
I shook my head. I wouldn’t tell him I hadn’t come alone. Some of Astrid’s friends were mingling, but when the party broke up, they’d know something had gone wrong, and they’d take off.
A muscle in his jaw pulsed, and his fingers tightened painfully, cutting off my air. I clawed at his hand with the one I had free, but I knew it would be pointless.
And then he was gone. He stumbled away with a snarl, and I was suddenly staring at someone’s broad back.
The vampire bared his teeth at the newcomer who dared to get between us. “Liam, what the hell are you doing? You’re standing with a witch at your back.”
Liam glanced over his shoulder at me. “Grace, are you okay?”
I rubbed my throat and took a wheezy breath. I put my hand on his back to steady myself and watched his hands curl into fists. I swallowed a few times before deciding to nod instead of speaking. I was rattled. I’d never come so close to a vampire killing me.
He turned his attention back to his brother. “Not this one, Alaric.”
The other man’s jaw clenched, and he stepped closer. I gripped my knife tighter; somehow, I’d managed to hold onto it. Would we both be fighting our way out after all? 
He regarded Liam silently for a solid minute, and I wondered if they were in some sort of silent communication and not an intense stare-down. 
Alaric finally stepped back. “We’ll discuss this later. Get her out of my house. Preferably before Jasper spots her if you want her to survive the night.”
Liam seized my hand, threading my fingers through his, and Alaric’s eyes zeroed in on the movement.
As Liam pulled me past him, Alaric snagged my knife hand in his grip and pried the blade free. “I’ll be keeping that.” Liam bared his teeth at him when he kept a grip on my wrist. 
“If you kill my brother, there won’t be a place on this planet you can hide,” Alaric said.
He released me, and I stumbled after Liam, grateful when we didn’t head toward the front of the house but out the back door. He pulled me down the steps and around the side of the house before tugging me into the shadows. We were feet away from the iron gate that led to the street. 
He pinned me against the wall and rested his head on my shoulder. He seemed to be breathing me in. “My brother could have killed you.”
He nuzzled my neck, and tingles broke out over my body. My hands stroked up and down his back like they had a mind of their own. A part of me knew I needed to pull away. The other part was relieved to be safe in his arms. He’d saved me again.
I cleared my throat and peeled my hands off of him. “I’m a vampire hunter. I’m used to being in danger.” 
That wouldn’t exactly be a comfort to him. It was the truth and the only thing I could offer.
He lifted his head to meet my gaze. I had a second to be alarmed by the anger there before he kissed me. It was aggressive. Furious, even. He tasted spicy and smoky. Whiskey. It fired my blood. 
He spun me around, and my cheek met the rough, cool stone as he pressed me against it. He crowded against my back, a warm contrast to the unyielding surface in front of me and the scent of wood smoke from whatever soap he used surrounded me.
“I’m trying very hard to fight my instincts with you, Grace, but then you come into my territory and let another man put his hands on you? His mouth on you? Almost get yourself killed?”
His quick fingers undid the button of my pants and slipped into my underwear. The breath punched out of me when he circled my clit, and I squeezed my thighs together.
“If I hadn’t been in a panic after I smelled you on Thomas, I might have beaten him to death. I still might. The scent of him on you… I want to make you scream my name so every vampire in that house knows not to touch you.”
I gasped. “Liam, don’t—” 
His mouth landed on my throat, and I froze at the sharp scrape of his fangs. He didn’t bite me, but it was a threat. When I stopped protesting, he soothed the spot with his tongue, making a little shiver race down my spine. 
He circled his fingers again before slipping them into my wet heat. I gasped and writhed against him. 
No man has ever touched me like this.
“Good,” he rasped in my ear, and I realized I’d spoken aloud.
His fingers continued to take me higher, palm pressing against my clit. Inside, his fingers brushed something so exciting my breath came out in a whimper. I shook as I fought the rising wave of pleasure because I would scream his name. Everyone living on this street would hear me.
“I like you fighting me. You’ll just come harder when I win.”
When his hands stilled, I nearly sobbed. I was about to beg him to keep going. I might die if he stopped now, but he cursed. “Your friends are looking for you.”
He whipped me around and fixed my pants in the blink of an eye. I ached to finish what he’d started, but I needed to go. Now that the party had broken up, I couldn’t let the other hunters linger. They were in danger.
He grasped my chin and pressed a hard kiss to my lips. “Don’t come back here. Alaric knows who you are now. It’s too dangerous.”
I swallowed twice before my voice worked. “Same to you. My mother knows you frequent that library. Knows you’ve spoken to me. Don’t come back.”
He scowled, and for a second, I thought he might argue, but he broke eye contact to look toward the street before stepping away from me. 
“Go.”
I fumbled with the gate latch and managed to free it. When I turned to shut it, he was gone.

      [image: ]If nothing else, this library was relatively quiet, save for the whisper of pages and the buzz of the fluorescent lights overhead. The one over the Science and Technology section dimmed periodically before flickering back to its full brightness. 
I couldn’t focus. I’d been circling the same paragraph in my accounting textbook for fifteen minutes. Not a record, but not insignificant either.
This wasn’t my favorite library in the city or the closest to my house, but I’d had to switch. Between witch hunters and Liam, I’d entered full-blown avoidance mode. Though I wasn’t sure if I was evading Liam, or trying to protect him from my coven. 
So when the pink donut box hit the table in front of me, I didn’t look up.
“You shouldn’t be here,” I muttered under my breath. He would hear me, but hopefully, no one else would.
When he didn’t answer immediately, I tilted my head up to meet his gaze. The jolt in my stomach made me swallow. I hadn’t been able to forget the way he’d touched me. Judging by his smug smirk, he knew it too.
“Did you hear me? You shouldn’t be here.” I nudged the box with the end of my pen. “Besides, can’t you bring something healthier? Chicken? Steak?”
“No.”
I scowled at him. “No? Anything would be better than fried balls of sugar.”
He arched a brow. “I agree, fragile mortal. But I think you should let me take you out to get it. It will taste better fresh, and sitting down to a full meal in a library would be awkward. Luckily, your location change has put us near an amazing Italian restaurant.”
I shifted and nibbled my bottom lip. He tracked the movement, and his gaze heated. I released it and sat up straighter, clearing my throat. Was he thinking about kissing me? More than? 
It was one thing to see him in the library. To study while he lurked and claim I couldn’t kill him in such a public place. But leaving here with him… 
“You mean, like a date?”
He kept his face annoyingly neutral. “It doesn’t have to be a date. You need proper food. We can enjoy each other’s company. We’ll come back here and work.”
“I wasn’t able to get my hands on any of the old grimoires.”
“It’s fine. It was a long shot anyway, and I still have a few more stones to kick over before I give up. So are we going to dinner or not,” he smiled. “It’s that, or I keep bringing donuts.”
I narrowed my eyes but couldn’t keep my lips from curling. “That’s blackmail.”
He shrugged. “It’s your call.”
It was a mistake to go anywhere with him, but I itched to leave here, and since I couldn’t focus anyway…
“Okay.”
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