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  Chapter 1


The only thing keeping me from falling asleep was how dang hot it was. I’d parked under a tree with the windows down, which kept me from literally roasting in my car or getting a weird one-armed tan from sitting in the light, but there was no escaping a summer in Georgia. 
I tried to blow my bangs out of my face, but the sweaty golden strands were stuck to me. Gross. Of all the crap I had in my car, a hair tie was nowhere to be found. They were one of those things you knew you had, but they seemed to fall into a void between realms whenever you went looking for one. 
Stakeouts were not my thing. I was impatient in general and not covert. Two hours ago, a wasp had flown into my car, and I’d jumped out screaming. Stinging, flying bugs weren’t my thing either. 
My cover was blown if anyone in the bar had been paying attention. And my reputation as a badass, vampire-killing witch was toast.
The narrow, dilapidated door I had my eye on opened. You wouldn’t think there was a vampire bar hidden here. The magic cloaking it made it look like the entrance to an abandoned space in the building. Out of place among the cheery doorways to the other shops and restaurants. 
The vampire I wanted to kill stepped out into the open, slipping his sunglasses over what I knew to be bewitching blue eyes. Alaric. He wasn’t sensitive enough to sunlight to be stuck inside. 
I’d always assumed the ability to tolerate the sun had something to do with power, and that probably did help, but it seemed to be an individual thing. Like whether or not a human burned or tanned. Except more painful and immediate.
I’d been parked outside The Devil’s Trap for the whole night. Ever since I’d done a spell for my best friend Pagan to reassemble a burned-up letter. It was supposed to incriminate the best friend of King Octavian for treason. The vampire king.
I’d helped vampires. Go figure. Mom would be so proud. Or homicidal.
The blond vampire slipped into the alley next to the bar. He was built like a Viking. Tall, broad. Possibly used to swinging swords longer than I was tall. I didn’t know his history. Maybe he had been a Viking. No matter what he’d been, he wouldn’t be an easy opponent to kill.
I slid out of the car and into the sweaty weather to stalk him. He’d be hot if he weren’t an evil, walking corpse. 
Do you even believe that anymore?
I growled. Now wasn’t the time to be having a crisis of faith. I’d been raised to believe that vampires were demons with no soul walking the Earth, and I would keep believing it.
Pagan still seemed alright. She’d become a vampire recently, and instead of killing her, I’d helped her and the one that had turned her. Nyx. A vampire so lethal and old that witches didn’t dare hunt him. Pagan had dared, and look how that had ended. 
I was kicking myself for helping them. I killed vampires. I didn’t help them with pet projects. 
Pagan was a threat to me and every hunter she’d known as a human. Her loyalties were no longer with us. But I’d been told that helping them would keep people alive, so I’d let myself be convinced.
Pagan had tried to feed on me, so clearly, everything wasn’t alright. Only Nyx’s quick action had kept her from draining me dry.
You could have killed her, but you chose not to. You still see her as your best friend. Hell, the ancient bastard that turned her didn’t seem half bad himself. 
Ugh! No matter what I believed, the vampire I was stalking knew my sister, and I intended to put a stop to whatever was going on between them. 
Grace had sworn it was nothing, but she couldn’t know him. It would get her killed. Either he would kill her at some point, or our mother would.
I hastily cast a cloaking spell over myself before I stepped into the alley. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do if he didn’t know he was being hunted.
“How long are you going to stalk me, witch? Am I supposed to be the monster in this story? Because you’re creepy.”
I stood, stupid, in the mouth of the alley. Crap. So much for the element of surprise. How had he spotted me? Usually, vampires I hunted didn’t know someone was tracking them until it was too late—a testament to my skill and, if I’m being honest, their arrogance. I pressed myself against a wall before I crouched and crept behind the dumpster. Gross. That smell would linger. 
“Unless you want to be lunch, I suggest you get back in your car and drive away.”
A chilly blast of wind swept through the space. Could that be his magic? Sometimes, the bloodsuckers were impressive. And the wind carried a dark, foreboding sense that made me want to turn tail. I probably would have if I’d been human and not a witch.
“You can’t hide from me. I can feel you…taste you. The reek of garbage doesn’t hide your scent from me. I also spotted you across the street earlier. That fight with the bee was funny. When I tell everyone I know, I don’t think you’ll ever live it down.” 
I resisted the urge to growl at him and give away my location. His voice had been closer. Coming toward me. Shit. 
I drew my knife, and he chuckled at the small sound of metal clearing a sheath. “Most hunters would realize they’ve been beaten and back off.”
“Would you ever let them back off?”
He was silent for a bit. “I’ll make an exception for you, Kori. My brother is ridiculously in love with your sister, and I think slaughtering her family would create more problems than it would fix.”
His brother? In love? I scowled. I’d been aware that Gracie knew Alaric. She’d been shocked to see him at Nyx’s bar before we’d done the spell, and that little secret had slipped out. But she was dating his brother? This was worse than I thought. Gracie, what were you thinking? 
I didn’t consider his offer to walk away. There was no way. They knew my sister. They were a threat to her in so many ways. Now I had to kill him and this mysterious brother. Who would be pissed and know I’m coming for him. And if they were in love (ugh, I threw up in my mouth a little), I might even get push-back from her. She’d made a mess. 
But she’d never been cut out for vampire hunting. She was well-trained and could do the job, but she was also too soft. Too sweet and forgiving. It was only her unfortunate bloodline that forced her to be a hunter. This just highlighted the fact that I needed to convince her to quit before it was too late. 
It had been in the back of my mind for months now, but it was hard to lose the partner who always had your back. The other witches in the coven were cutthroat. There was no loyalty there. If your ass was in trouble, you had to dig yourself out. There was no such thing as backup. 
Taking on this big, blond son of a bitch without being able to surprise him hadn’t been my plan. Oh well, coming out guns blazing might shock him. I stepped around the dumpster and faced him.
He smirked and slid his gaze down my body. I almost felt it like a lover’s caress as he took in my wrinkled clothes, and his grin widened. “We’re still going to do this? I’d hate to kill such a pretty witch. Even a night in the car didn’t damage your looks.”
Did this monster think he could charm me? Not a chance. “Well, if you’d like to stand still while I put this knife in your heart and behead you, it would save me some time.”
He tipped back his head and chuckled. The sound would have been sexy if not for the mocking edge to it. “Yeah, not going to happen. I’d prefer if you came over here, tilted your head to the side, and let me take a bit of blood. Promise it won’t hurt.”
His power beat against my skull, and I ground my teeth together. If I’d been human, I probably would have walked straight to him and done as he asked. As it was, it was almost an insult for him to try to influence me.
“I’m a witch, ass. You can’t use your powers on me.”
He scowled. “Always good to give it a try. Who knows, you could have been weak, but like I said, I haven’t fed in a while. My magic isn’t up to scratch.”
He pulled a knife from the sheath at his waist. He was so fast I almost didn’t see the movement. He was trying to intimidate me. He didn’t need that kind of speed at this time of the fight, but I’d seen it all. I knew how fast and strong they were. My magic gave me a leg up in a fight, but I’d had my ass kicked before. 
He sighed and tossed the knife end over end before catching the handle again. “Are you sure you want to do this? I like to play with my food a little, but I’d hate to hurt you.”
It was my turn to laugh. Granted, the situation wasn’t ideal, but I’d been born to kill his kind. 
My heart throbbed, and I rubbed my chest with my free hand. What was that? I was in perfect condition. There was no reason for this tightness in my ribs or my stomach to feel queasy. A stab of pain shot through my gut, almost like I’d been kicked, and I doubled over. Something was wrong.
His gaze sharpened with interest. He arched an eyebrow. “Problems?”
I glared at him. Was he somehow doing this to me? I built up my psychic walls, and the feeling abated a little. Either way, it was time to push through the pain.
I rushed him, aiming my knife for his throat. He blocked hard, and I lost my footing, stumbling into the wall. Thunder cracked, and the sky opened up, dumping a deluge of water on us both. 
A flash of lightning illuminated his puzzled stare. “What the hell is wrong with you, hunter? As cocky as you are, I wouldn’t think you were this inept.”
I rammed my foot toward his knee, but he sidestepped easily.
“Slow, too?”
He was right. Something was wrong with me. Paralyzing weakness swept through me. I wasn’t even sure I could keep my feet without the wall’s help.
In a blur of motion, he was there. The back of his hand connected with my face, and I tumbled to the ground. I wasn’t sure if the dizziness and inability to breathe were from his blow or whatever was happening to me. I’d dropped my knife when he’d hit me. Whatever was wrong with me was about to get me killed. 






  
  Chapter 2


The vampire’s boots entered my line of vision, and I glanced up at him. I couldn’t move. He crouched next to me before tangling his hand in my hair, yanking my head up. 
“You’re fortunate I’m not the monster you think I am. I could rip your throat out, Kori, and believe me, a few days ago, I would have.” He released my hair, and my head hit the pavement. I had no strength to hold it up. “Stay away from me. Stay away from my family; we’ll do the same with you and yours. We don’t cause much trouble. It’s why we’ve lived undetected in this territory. That and we’re damned powerful. Best not to fuck with us.”
He was gone in an instant, leaving me shaking on the ground. I lay on the gritty pavement, rain steadily soaking my clothes, and considered my options. He was right. No one in his family had been linked to deaths in the area, or we would have been alerted to it. 
Didn’t mean they were innocent. Bet if I did my research, he’d have a long list of victims, as would his brother. His aura was enough to tell me he killed. Maybe not every victim, but he’d killed. And just because they weren’t leaving bodies in the streets didn’t mean they weren’t hidden in a basement somewhere.
I’d need to find a way to get the upper hand and kill him. He couldn’t live.
I curled into the fetal position. Each breath caused a ripping pain in my chest. I didn’t have time to consider the fact that I was damned lucky he’d left me alive. I was still worried I would die anyway.
My magic alerted me to the problem, and what I found there made me heave. 
My sister was in trouble. She was dying. The knowledge sank like a stone in my gut. I needed to get to her. 
A witch could sense people they had a deep emotional bond with. Humans had a bit of it, too. That gut instinct that told you a missing family member was alive or that someone you loved was in danger. It was the psychic imprint they left when you loved them that hard. You could feel it across any distance. Some humans were more sensitive to it than others, and witches were more in tune with that sense. Magic made it far more accurate.
I gathered my strength and shoved myself to my feet. Using the wall as support, I made my way down the alley. My hotel wasn’t too far away. I needed to pack weapons and get moving. 
I felt her power reach out over the distance, and I knew I’d never make it in time. She was fading too fast, broken and battered. I poured as much power down my end of the bond as I could spare, but I’d have to cut her off before I could drive. Or before she took me down with her. 
I shoved the last of my magic down the bond, and my vision went white. I vaguely felt a sharp pain as my knees hit the pavement, but it was nothing compared to the sawing agony in my chest. “Hold on, Grace.”
I cut off the flow of energy. I’d done all I could. The weight in my chest vanished, and my headache subsided to a dull roar. I was still unsteady as I pulled myself to my feet. However, the dark pit in my stomach expanded. I didn’t even know where she was. If I could have left the bond open, I would have been able to find her, but without it, I was back in the dark.
I made it to my car and grabbed my phone. I wiped at the warmth that had spilled to my lips, and my hand came away with bright red blood.
“Please, let this be a dream. A fucking brain hemorrhage. Anything!” It was a reoccurring nightmare of mine. I dialed my sister’s number. “Gracie, damn it, pick up your phone. Please, baby sister, pick up.”
It went to voicemail, and I sank onto the sidewalk, resting my head on my knees. This wasn’t a dream. I reigned in the need to throw the damned phone down the street and dialed again. She wouldn’t pick up, but maybe someone would find her in time if her phone kept ringing.
I got into my car and drove to the inn I was staying at in a daze. I’d gotten a room near here in case the spell I worked for Pagan had taken so much out of me I couldn’t drive back to my friend Astrid’s house. My sister had felt the need to avoid my questions and took off after the spell. I’d stayed behind to hunt Alaric. Not that she knew that part.
What the hell happened in the few short hours I’d been away from her? I got to the hotel and started packing up my things. As I worked, I took out my phone and braced to dial the number I always hated calling.
I took a deep breath and tried to center myself. There was always a chance what I felt was incorrect. Magic could be tricky business. And psychology could be tricky business. I’d seen a lot of fucked up shit lately. Investigating those child murders in Atlanta had left a mark, and killing the vampire who committed them hadn’t erased it. 
Now that I had some distance on the feeling, I could almost convince myself it had been one hell of a panic attack. “Maybe you’re having a mental breakdown. This call is just going to interrupt whatever your mother is doing, and she’ll be pissed.”
“McCormic.” My mother’s voice was sharp and cold over the line—nothing unusual about that. Maybe everything was fine. Our line of witches hunted vampires exclusively and attempted to deaden our emotions. Many people said my mother was the perfect hunter, but they were wrong. She felt, even if the only emotion she was capable of was anger—constant, white-hot rage.
“Hello, mother. This is Kori. Where is Grace?”
“She’s been damned.” Her chilly voice didn’t change as she said it, but I knew she wanted to do violence.
I froze. I had thought Grace was dead. Being a vampire was worse. I couldn’t have heard it right. “What?”
“She’s damned. She’s been turned into a vampire and hasn’t killed herself. She’s evil.”
I shook my head even though she couldn’t see the gesture. “How do you know that? I felt her in intense pain, near death. I didn’t feel her become a vampire. How do you know she was turned?”
“I caught her with a vampire. I knew when I disowned her for not killing him, she would go running to him. I’ve watched them fight, and his love for her is stomach-churning. A pitifully twisted demon refusing to kill his mortal enemy. I’d hoped she’d do the right thing in the end. You must have cut yourself off from her if you didn’t feel her turn. What’s wrong? Can’t you sense her death without being worried you’ll be sucked under too?”
Another dig at me for being overly emotional. I should be able to witness my sister’s death dispassionately and not be so tied up that I died with her. I scowled at the phone. I was surprised my mother had enough feelings left to sense anyone. Though Grace was the favorite. If there was any soft emotion left in my mother, it would be for Grace. But she still had enough control not to die with her. 
Bile rose in my throat. I swallowed hard and composed myself. Either way, the sister I knew was dead. Just because her body walked the Earth didn’t mean her soul was in it. Liam and the rest of his family would pay for this. Alaric said he’d leave us alone if we left him alone, and it hadn’t taken long for that pact to break. Hell, before he uttered the words, they’d been made into lies. A vampire’s word couldn’t be trusted. Subject to the whims of their inner monster.
“I’m coming home.”
“I was going to tell you to. She must be dealt with before she becomes a black mark against this family. With a fallen daughter, what will the rest of the coven think of this family? Even vampires will cease to think we’re a threat. We can’t have one of them associated with us. We would never be trusted to execute them. You would never get one of your ‘jobs’ again.”
My coven had a problem with me hunting vampires for money. They did the job because witches were meant to. We were the protectors of the humans. Keeping the balance between good and evil. Blah, blah, blah. Personally, I felt I had a specialty, and I should be paid for providing the service. Greedy of me, but at least I could pay the bills. And it never meant I refused to deal with a bloodsucker if I happened across one or if a savvy cop called for some assistance, like the case in Atlanta. 
“As the eldest of the new generation, you’re expected to handle something like this, Kori.” I swallowed again, hoping I’d keep down lunch. I wasn’t sure I was ready, even with all I'd been taught.
She continued while I struggled with the facts. “But if you don’t have the stomach for it, I’ll be forced to. You’ll never be Matriarch of the line if you allow the task to fall to me, but I don’t believe you have the power to lead the witches when I’m gone anyway.”
Annoyance sparked in my chest. Like I gave a damn about the coven right now? I narrowed my eyes at the phone. Sometimes, I wanted to strangle her. I didn’t want to be the Matriarch. I’d taken off to get away from duty, honor, and the responsibilities that had been pressed upon me from birth. But I also didn’t want the position torn away from me. Things inside the coven needed to change. If I became Matriarch, I would have the power to force changes.
“I know what I’m supposed to do, Mother. I know that it’s not my sister in that body. Figure out her location, and I’ll take care of it.” Even if it killed a piece of me. My sister's soul couldn't move on as long as that demon inhabited her body.
“As far as I know, she’ll be at their house. I suspect the three of them will take her out of town as soon as she can be moved. You’ll have to be quick.”
“Three?” It finally clicked where I’d heard Alaric’s name before. “Like of the three brothers that decimated Europe in the Middle Ages? Murdered great-grandmother Sarah, among others?” Alaric, Jasper, and Liam.
It was old family lore. I’d forgotten much of the history, but if it was right, then Alaric’s family and mine went way back. He might not even remember. But once upon a time, he had killed a witch. An ancestor of mine. After that, her relatives and descendants decided all vampires needed to die. 
“Yes. If they’d been smart, they would have murdered her children. Celebrate their stupidity and make the kill in the name of our ancestors. Don’t fail me, Daughter.” She hung up.
“Well, what a wealth of information you were.” But she’d told me all I needed to know. I could find out where the infamous band of brothers lived from my sources.
They were old, but not the oldest vampires walking the Earth. Still, they’d be the oldest I’d ever faced. Seven hundred years or more, and they were damned skilled. The rumors about them were ridiculous, claiming they had a body count that rivaled the Black Death.
It would be hard to kill her if they protected her. She was the priority. Like Pagan, she’d become a threat to any hunter she’d known, as well as innocent people.
My eyes burned, but I refused to let myself cry. 
You didn’t kill Pagan. You don’t have to take down your sister.
I gritted my teeth and got in the shower. I was cold and wet, and my face was covered in blood from my nosebleed. I needed to firm up my resolve, or I’d never get this done. I hadn’t killed Pagan because Nyx would have crushed me. He was thousands of years older than Alaric and his family and could probably wipe me out with a thought. 
I got dressed quickly, zipped the suitcase, and collapsed across it. My sister was dead. I hadn’t been able to save her. But then, had I ever saved anyone? The image of little limbs tangled together flashed through my mind. Those children had been thrown into a basement like they were trash. If I let my sister live, how many innocent people would she go on to kill? All vampires killed eventually. Even if they started out seemingly normal, they were a ticking time bomb.
I sniffled and pinched myself so I had a different kind of pain to focus on. It cleared my head a bit. The McCormic witches didn’t cry. The McCormic witches didn’t feel anything. But then, I’d never been like the rest of the family. My mother must have been proud. One vampire daughter and one weak, emotional, royal fuck up.
I shook my head and pushed myself off the luggage. There was time for self-pity and debilitating grief later. Right now, I needed to load up the car and head home. Or Hell, depending on how you saw it.






  
  Chapter 3


It was dark when I pulled into Astrid’s front yard and parked the car. 
I always stayed here when I was in Savannah. She knew exactly how well I got along with my mother, who was conveniently up the road if I had to see her. My sister hadn’t moved out yet, so I was here often. She would come to see me.
She’d always insisted that Mom might need help, so she hadn’t moved out. Grace liked to say that deep down, Mom would miss us. This I doubted. But at least while she’d been here, she hunted with Astrid and her friends.
I’d trained Astrid to hunt vampires in our last year of high school after they had slaughtered her parents. She was one of my best friends and was eternally grateful that I’d taught her to fight. 
My mother had been against it. Unlike me and Gracie, Astrid was fully human. Without the help of a few charms and spells I’d given her, she’d be nearly helpless against vampires. And those spells took their toll. Magic as powerful as that came at a price. But I'd keep doing them for her if she wanted to pay it. I’d also taught her a few tricks. Just because she wasn’t a born witch didn’t mean she couldn’t work some limited magic.
She lived with most of her hunting party, which turned her place into a wild frat house. Hunters liked to work hard and play harder. It had been quiet the last time I was here. A group of them were in Texas, checking in on some demon omens. 
Which was just what the world needed. There hadn’t been whispers of true demonic activity for five hundred years. The occasional possession or slaughter when someone summoned something they shouldn’t, but nothing more severe than that. I hoped that’s all that was going on now. 
But the news had sent a tremor of unease down my spine. My instincts seemed to think we’d be hunting a lot more than vampires in the coming months.
There was no one else in the driveway. They were probably still out. Depending on what went down, a hunt might last an hour or all night.
While most vampires could come out in the sun, they tended to keep themselves hidden during the day. If you happened to find their daytime resting place, they’d know exactly why you were there. If you were alone, you were a midday snack. Hunting at a party was safer. You could mingle with regular guests, and there were noises and distractions, making it easier to bag a vamp and get away unnoticed. And hide a nervous, accelerated heart rate. 
I pulled my suitcase out of the backseat and walked up the porch steps. I was looking for the porcelain turtle that contained the key when a battered, red truck came barreling down the driveway, gravel spinning in its wake. The bed of the pickup was packed with boisterous vampire hunters. 
They were a disheveled group streaked with blood and dirt. They were battered from the fighting and passing around a bottle of liquor. There was a chorus of shouts and whistles when they spotted me. 
The truck came to a screeching halt that made me question the driver’s sanity. A cloud of dirt drifted over the porch. Hunters bailed out from all sides. 
“Isn’t it a little early for drinking?” I shouted over the thumping bass coming from the car.
One of the men, Ethan, handed me a bottle of whiskey when he bounded up the porch steps. “We caught a nest. Weak ones, too, all tucked in the basement, hiding from the sun. We saved the group of humans they were feeding off, and then the fight was on.”
Before I could comment, questions started firing at me from all sides.
“How have you been?”
“Making the big bucks?”
“Made any awesome kills lately?”
“We brought pizza!”
Astrid’s lithe body slid through the mass of hunters. She liked to joke that she had the body of a twelve-year-old boy, and if she hadn’t started hunting vampires, she would have become a model. “Chill, boys and girls. Let Kori catch her breath and get some food.”
They all clambered past me into the house, the screen door banging shut behind them, and her face turned serious. I’d called her on my way back. She knew why I was here. 
“Are you okay?”
I took a shuddering breath. “No. Definitely not. But we have shit to do, so I have to be.”
She flinched. “Are you sure about this? You’re talking about killing your sister.”
I patted her arm and then turned to go inside. “Not my sister. A vampire.”
She groaned. “Okay, I know the difference, but I doubt it will feel different. Why don’t you let someone else handle this?”
I raked my hand through my hair and turned to face her. “Because it’s my responsibility. She’s my sister. If she kills anyone and I could have taken care of this, it’s on me. Besides, I’ll never be welcome back in the coven if I don’t do this.”
She faked a gag. “Do you care? They seem to suck. Case in point, they want you to kill your sister.”
I shrugged. “And now they’re all the family I’ve got left.”
Astrid rolled her eyes. “Family is what you make it, Kori.” 
She pushed past me into the house, and I grimaced. I’d insulted her. As someone who lost nearly everyone she loved, Astrid had made a new family with these hunters. I was supposed to include myself in that.
“You know, I didn’t mean it like that. You’re one of my best friends. These are just people I grew up with. What if I want to be part of the coven someday? Or need their help?” She had to understand. She did have a blood sister. “It’s like it is with you and Charlie.”
She scowled at me. “I haven’t talked to Charlie in a year. We never got along, and now this big secret of vampire hunting puts a figurative ocean between us.”
I grinned at her. “Exactly. But she’s still family.”
She rolled her eyes. “Fine, point taken.” She marched back to me and slung an arm over my shoulder. “So, when are we going in?”
“Uh, we aren’t. Tomorrow night, I’ll go by their house and check things out—just reconnaissance, more than likely. I expect Grace to be heavily guarded. She’ll know I’m coming.”
She shook her head. “I don’t care if you’re only going on a little fact-finding tour. You need backup, and I’m going with you. You can’t talk me out of it, so don’t even try.”
I sighed. I’d been lying when I’d told her I just wanted to do some spying, and I’d bet my last dollar she knew it. I didn’t want anyone involved in this, but I’d already insulted her once. “I guess it would be nice to have backup for once. I don’t hunt with a group anymore. If I get neck deep in shit, I have to dig out of it myself.”
Astrid clapped me on the back. “Good girl. You didn’t argue nearly as much as I thought you would. Now, let’s get some sleep. Hopefully, the children are done partying.”
They were not done partying, though some had passed out after using a strength spell. It was why Astrid had started inviting them to stay with her. If you used a strength spell, you needed someone to guard your unconscious ass for a good eight hours. You were nearly comatose. It was a good way for any vampires that had gotten away to kill you. 
If you didn’t go comatose, you might engage in crazy behavior like blackout driving. You wake up once surrounded by a couple of cops in the Taco Bell drive-thru, and you realize real quick that you need a post-spell babysitter.  
We slipped into Astrid’s room and shut the door while the remaining hunters fought over whether it was a rap or rock music night.
Astrid started tossing off those millions of decorative pillows every woman, except me, had on her bed. I’d never understood them. They were just in the way.
“We’ll have to share. All the rooms are full. It’s getting to be a bigger and bigger crowd. I might have to build these lunatics a barn to live in or something.”
I poured on extra enthusiasm. “It will be just like high school! We’ll sit up all night and gossip about Billy Blake. And that Sharon is such a witch with a B.”
She snorted and tucked a few strands of her straight, dark hair behind her ear. “Billy Blake was not that hot, and I was more likely to be tutoring you in algebra.”
She hit the light, and we got into bed. I stared at the popcorn-textured ceiling, making pictures in my mind out of the bumps. 
Sometimes, I still thought of Astrid as the teenager she had been before vampires killed her parents. She’d been bubbly and happy—something I’d found nauseating at the time. We’d never gotten along. I’d been jealous of her seemingly perfect life. She loved her studies and couldn’t wait to become a lawyer, as lame as I’d thought that was. She had been genuinely devoted to helping people.
When they were killed, she became a frightened woman who had seen too much. She had been alone and feeling powerless against the monsters she knew existed. When I’d started to train her to hunt vampires, I’d wanted to help her get her power back.
Now, I had doubts. There were other things I could have done to help without exposing her to my world. I found myself missing that endlessly perky girl. I wanted her back before the new and improved version got herself killed.
“What if you went back to school, Astrid? Get out of the game before you die. You got the vampires that killed your parents. It’s over.” My voice sounded hollow to my ears. It was a wasted speech, and I knew it. I couldn’t even put power behind it.
The sound she emitted was somewhere between a sigh and a growl. “I don’t think I could ever go back to a normal life. Knowing what’s out there changes you. You don’t understand. You grew up knowing all this crazy shit. I like killing vampires. I’m saving people.”
“You could help people as a lawyer, too.”
She sat up on her elbows, and I could feel her glare in the darkness. “And I’d be the butt of a lot of lawyer jokes. Can we drop this, please?”
“No, we sure as hell can’t.” I bit out through clenched teeth.
She jumped to her feet, flicked on the light, and I sat up. She rotated her shoulders as if she were trying to get the muscles to loosen up. “What’s causing this sudden concern, anyway? You’ve always supported me. The more people killing vamps, the better.”
“Oh, I don’t know. My sister being turned. Pagan being turned. I guess it’s finally hitting home that vampire hunting gets you killed.” I’d lost people before, but none so close to me. Not back to back.
Astrid swung around to face me. “Pagan is a vampire? But she was the best.”
“And eventually, she went up against a vampire that was better.”
Astrid threw up her hands. “Pagan was reckless and angry. You’ve said it yourself. I’m not. I’m calculated.”
“That won’t save you. Some day, a monster is going to get the upper hand.” I flopped back on the bed. “Vampire hunters are destined to die young. Probably slowly and as painfully as possible.”
When I looked at her again, her eyes were so wide I thought they would pop out of her skull. “Geez, Kori, you can’t go into battle thinking like that. You’ll lose.”
“Mindset doesn’t matter. Eventually, I’ll die anyway. I can feel it. Death is close.” I had no idea where the words came from, but somehow, I knew they were true.
“Bullshit. Mindset is everything. And you can’t know you’re going to die. Precognition isn’t one of your gifts.”
I shook myself mentally and plastered a fake smile on my face. “I’m sorry. You’re right, of course. I’m upset about Gracie.”
“You can take that Barbie smile off your face. I know it’s fake. And you could never look that air-headed without practice.”
I rolled my eyes. “It’s fine. Let’s just get some sleep.”
Astrid’s eyes narrowed, but she flicked off the light. “Don’t you dare do this without me.”
“I won’t.” I just hoped I didn’t get her killed. Or worse.
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