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            Part One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JAXON

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      New Orleans, Six Months Ago…

      

      I lounged on the bed, hands behind my head, and glanced around Abby’s room, which was almost identical to mine. Despite being ridiculously overpriced, the Pendragon Palace earned a solid ten for its décor.

      I still couldn’t believe I was back in New Orleans after all these years, especially with Abby Benson of all people. If not for my brother’s wife—and my former infatuation—Chloe begging me to tag along with her cousin to ensure her safety, I probably wouldn’t be here, but I never could say no to Chloe. She was my weakness.

      Originally, I’d thought this trip was an utter waste of time, because no way would Abby ever go through with resurrecting Isach Zoya, her dead fiancé. The cost for any sort of magic was always high, but for voodoo? The price tag was sure to be astronomical.

      The shower shut off, and several minutes later, Abby emerged from the bathroom. Dressed in jean shorts and a T-shirt, her normally frizzy red hair hung in damp strands around her shoulders. Her eyes were dull, even as she smiled in my direction, and everything in me simultaneously seized and broke. This poor girl had been through way too much, and she didn’t deserve the heartache she was currently suffering, and I had an awful feeling she hadn’t even hit the worst of it yet.

      How would Abby react when she finally came face to face with Isach? Could she handle it? Could Chloe? All I wanted was for them to be happy, but would dragging Isach back from the dead accomplish that? I was beginning to have a lot of doubts.

      “So, did you tell Chloe?” Abby asked.

      During our quest to resurrect Isach, we’d learned that he wasn’t actually dead. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not, but his state of well-being didn’t really matter much when we had no idea where he was—and no one was willing to tell us, either. That only made me want to find him more, find out why he let everyone believe he was dead and why he was hiding from his friends.

      “No.” I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “Figured we should find Isach first, get some answers. Then we can tell her.” I stood. “Of course, if you don’t want to find him, then we’ll go home and let everyone think he’s dead and we couldn’t resurrect him.”

      “You’d really lie to Chloe about something like this? You know her and Isach were close.” Abby searched for her shoes.

      “If it meant protecting her feelings, then yes. Absolutely.” No way was I telling Chloe anything until I had concrete answers. I wouldn’t be responsible for giving her false hope.

      Abby snatched her sneakers from under the bed, flopped down on the mattress, and tugged them onto her feet. “I’m not sure there’s anything he can say that will make me be okay with what he did, but I have a lot I want to say to him.” She stood and crossed her arms. “So, let’s go find him.”

      I grinned. “I can’t wait to see this.”

      She rolled her eyes and shoved me toward the door. “C’mon.” She gathered her stuff on the way out of the room. “I hope you know more witches.”

      “I know a few but getting them to help us will be a long shot.”

      If only I’d known how true those words would turn out to be. After visiting four different witches—all of whom literally slammed the door in my face—we weren’t any closer to finding Isach. And for every “no” and dead end we ran into, Abby’s hope diminished a little more. Her aura, which had been a vibrant pulsing yellow this morning, was now fading to gray.

      When we found Isach—because it was no longer a question of if—I was going to throat punch him a few times, and then I was going to kill him for the pain he’d caused Abby and everyone else. Witch boy had better pray to whatever God he believed in that he had a hell of a good reason for still being alive when we all thought him dead.

      After striking out with the last witch I knew, Abby’s hope was gone, and she was shrouded in a gray cloud. I flexed my hands on the steering wheel, fighting the urge to hit something. I promised Chloe I’d take care of Abby, that I’d make sure nothing happened to her, and I never broke a promise to Chloe. But now, I might have to, because how could I bring Abby home unscathed when I knew this trip had only intensified her grief? I’d have no choice but to bring back a more broken version of Abby, and I feared there’d be no healing her after all this.

      “Maybe we should just go home and beg Ivy to help us.” Abby rested her head on the car window and sighed. “Isach swore a blood oath to her, so if he’s alive, she’ll want to know. She’ll hold him to that oath, which means she’ll want to find him as much as I do.”

      “Or she’ll just kill him for betraying her.”

      She whipped her head around to glare at me. Well, clearly that wasn’t the right thing to say. But Abby wasn’t stupid, and she knew Ivy couldn’t be trusted. I didn’t care if Ivy Rose—now the leader of the most powerful coven in the world—had been our ally for a short while. I’d never fully trust her, and making any sort of deal with Ivy was sure to backfire.

      “Sorry.” I gave an apologetic shrug. “Let’s try Sophie one more time. Maybe I can find a way to negotiate with her. There’s gotta be something she wants.”

      Sophie was the absolute last person I wanted to see again, especially after how she’d reacted to us last night, but I had to do something to help Abby, and this was my last ditch effort. If this didn’t work, I had no idea what I’d do.

      “How do you know her anyway?” Abby asked.

      “When Sean was searching for a way to break the curse, he spoke to a lot of witches. She was one of them.” I scrunched up my face. “She wasn’t much help back then, either.”

      Thanks to my father losing his control of his heightened emotions, he killed the woman he loved, the same woman that powerful witch Rector Zoya had loved, too, and as a result, Rector cursed my family—no Halstead vampire would ever know true love, and should we attempt to take a mate and change them, they’d go mad with bloodlust. A harsh reality that my brother and I had learned the hard way.

      As soon as we arrived, I knocked and announced myself. I fully expected to hear Sophie scream at us to leave, or to be struck by a lightning bolt simply for having the gall to show my face here again—witches were dramatic like that—but I did not expect the door to swing open. And I really didn’t expect someone other than Sophie to be standing there.

      While this girl looked eerily similar to Sophie, there were some slight differences. This girl was a tad shorter and fuller in the face, though it was more heart-shaped than round, and her hair wasn’t quite as red. She also had fewer freckles, but the all-knowing green eyes were the same. Except hers flickered from green to yellow and back, her gaze shrewd and assessing.

      “Who’re you? And where’s Sophie?” I asked. My body tensed, and behind me, Abby sucked in a breath.

      The girl narrowed her eyes. Unease slithered through me, and my gaze darted above her head. Her aura danced with colors—reds, oranges, yellows, and blinding greens—much like flames from a too-hot fire. I’d never seen anything like it before, and I had no idea what to make of it. Abby moved closer to me, and my muscles tensed even more. Did she sense something was off about this girl, too?

      “Doesn’t matter who I am. You’re the vampire and the human hunting for Isach,” she said.

      Abby’s heart started to race, the sound echoing in my ears. I was already on edge, and hearing the blood rush through her body wasn’t helping. Another second and I’d plunge over the cliff into full blown bloodlust, and that wouldn’t be good for any of us. I curled my hands into fists, my gaze hard and unwavering on whoever this girl was.

      “He wanted me to give you a message.” Her cold gaze landed on Abby. “Stop looking for him.”

      “Why?” Abby demanded.

      “Because he doesn’t want to be found.”

      Abby shoved herself in front of me so she was facing off with this girl. I started to reach for her, to move her out of harm’s way, but I hesitated. Abby was so much like Chloe in that she didn’t back down from a fight, and she sure as hell knew how to stand up for herself. I stood perfectly still, my curiosity getting the best of me, and waited to see what Abby would say.

      “Is that so? Well, you give him a message from me.” Abby thrummed with rage, and I raised a brow, impressed. “Tell him he’s a coward, and that he’s going to wish he died during that war, because I am going to find him, and when I do, I’m going to kill him myself.”

      Damn. Abby was a force to be reckoned with, that was for sure. The look on the girl’s face was a mix between surprise, awe, and a healthy dose of fear. I bit back a smile.

      Spinning around, Abby shouldered past me, then turned back. “You’re not the only witch in this city, and you’re definitely not the only witch I know. You might want to remind Isach of that fact, too.”

      “Is she seriously talking about Ivy Rose?” the girl asked.

      And just like that, Abby had managed to throw this girl off her game. I owed Abby one for that. I laughed. “She’s dead serious.”

      “I can’t let her do that.” The girl raised her hands.

      Oh, hell no! In a flash, I was now behind the girl, my arm around her neck in a hold that would make it easy for me to snap her neck with very little effort. She wasn’t going to hurt Abby, or me, for that matter. I’d kill her first, then deal with Sophie’s wrath. Wouldn’t be the first witch I’d pissed off, and she certainly wouldn’t be the last.

      Abby gasped.

      “You really think you can stop us?” I asked.

      “No, but I can.”

      My ears rang at the sound of his voice, and my hold on the witch loosened a fraction.

      Abby whirled around. “Isach,” she whispered.

      “Abby,” he said, his gaze steady on her.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Isach was really alive. That voodoo priestess we’d consulted hadn’t lied to us. How the hell was this possible? Abby hurled herself at him, and he caught her in his arms. Slowly, I released my hold on the girl and held my hands up in surrender as I took a step back. Hopefully, she wasn’t one of those spiteful witches that would curse me because I’d been prepared to kill her. I’d just gotten rid of one curse—thanks to Chloe—and I really didn’t want to go home with a new one.

      Thankfully, the witch didn’t seem too angry with me, and I eased around her. Abby and Isach were still locked in a hug, and I smiled. Even though I had no idea what happened or what led us to this moment, I was happy for Abby, and based on the way she was back to bright yellow, I knew she was thrilled, too.

      Then, in the blink of an eye, she switched to a fiery red. I braced myself for the inevitable explosion.

      Abby shoved him away. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      And there it was.

      Isach glanced at me. I stared back, refusing to give him any help. He’d brought this on himself, and he was going to pay the price.

      “How are you alive? I saw your dead body.” Abby wiped her tears with a trembling hand. “I said goodbye to you. I buried you, and I’ve spent every single day since then mourning you, and you’ve been alive this entire time?” Her voice rose with each word.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      I cringed. Even I knew that was the wrong answer. After what he’d done, what he put Abby through, “I’m sorry” was a cop out. If Abby didn’t start demanding an explanation soon, I would. And I’d make Isach answer whether he wanted to or not.

      “You’re sorry?” She laughed bitterly. “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? I got fired from my job.” She shoved him again, and he barely budged. “I dropped out of college.” Another shove. “I gave up our apartment.” This time, she pounded her fists against his chest, and he stood there like an unmoving wall. Had to give him a little credit for taking what she was dishing out. “I haven’t been able to function, and you’ve been… what? Moving on? Hanging out with some girl.”

      This was escalating fast. “Okay, Abby. Easy.” I reached for her arm.

      She jerked away before I could touch her.

      “Stay out of this, Jax,” Isach warned.

      I tilted my head with momentary shock. All right, fine. He didn’t want my help. I took a step back and crossed my arms. Give him hell, Abby.

      “You faked your death!” She shoved him again and again and again, and each time he’d move back a small step. “You. Left. Me.”

      I had to admit, I was enjoying the show. Though, in my opinion, Abby was being too easy on him. He deserved a lot more than she was giving him… like a few well-placed punches to his face. Her hands shook with rage, and her heart beat rapidly. Her aura was a steady glow of fury, and I shifted on my feet, prepared to intervene.

      “We had plans. A future.” She gave him one more hard shove, but this time, he didn’t move an inch. Abby’s shoulders sagged. “You promised to love me forever, and then you left me.”

      The asshole had broken her. I clenched my jaw, my fangs aching to tear into him for hurting her. My fingers curled against my biceps, and I locked up every muscle in my body so I wouldn’t lunge at him.

      “Why? Why did you leave me?” She took a deep breath. “Why didn’t you love me enough to stay?” She buried her face in her hands and sobbed.

      Everything in me wanted to go to her, to wrap her in my arms and comfort her, but it wasn’t my place to do so. But so help me God, if Isach didn’t step up and be the man she needed… I flexed my fingers against my arms.

      A moment later, Isach’s arms were around her. “I am so sorry, Abby,” he whispered and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “I didn’t want to leave you.” He released his hold on her, took her face into his hands, and wiped her tears with his thumbs.

      Part of me wanted to look away because I felt like I was intruding on a private moment, but I was too afraid of what would happen if I did. Not that I thought Isach would ever physically hurt Abby, but she might very well go nuclear on him, and while that would be fun to watch, I couldn’t let her do anything she’d regret.

      “Every single thing I’ve done, every choice I’ve made that led us to this moment has been for you,” Isach said.

      Abby turned away from him, and his hands fell to his sides. “Are you seriously going to stand there and tell me that you left me for my own good?” She crossed her arms.

      Okay, time to get some real answers. “You’ve got some explaining to do, Zoya,” I said.

      Abby gave me a sad but grateful smile, and I moved to stand beside her. Isach’s gaze darted from me to Abby, and he narrowed his eyes. Let him have something to say about me being here with Abby. I was already itching for a fight, and one more wrong word from him was all I needed.

      “I know I do.” Isach dragged his hand through his hair.

      “Then explain,” Abby said.

      “We should take this inside,” said the girl.

      “Who is she, Isach?” Abby pinned him with an accusatory glare. “Are you and her…?”

      “No.” He gave a hard shake of his head. “She’s just a friend. They all are.”

      Abby tilted her head in confusion, then, slowly, she turned around, and I did the same. The one girl from earlier was still standing near the front door, but now three other girls stood on either side of her. All of them were eerily similar in appearance—not quite identical, but close with the same pale, freckled complexions, green snake-like eyes, and bright red hair. My gaze lingered on Sophie, and she very subtly inclined her head in my direction. I narrowed my eyes, my attention sliding to the girl standing next to her.

      Her gaze lifted to meet mine, and the corner of her mouth lifted in the faintest of smiles. Her cheeks turned pink, making her freckles stand out even more against her otherwise pale skin. I froze for the span of a single heartbeat, and then everything inside of me shifted and clicked back into place as if I’d been living my entire existence in a state of broken disrepair, and now I was fixed, made whole again.

      My chest constricted, and my limbs tingled. Could vampires have heart attacks? Because I swore that’s what was happening, and it took every ounce of control I had not to clutch my chest like some dramatic, cartoon caricature of a drama queen. I held my breath, knowing I wouldn’t be able to breathe right now no matter how hard I tried, and I was not going to attempt it and end up choking right here in front of everyone. Slowly, I inhaled a small amount of air through my nose, and the scent of earth, rainwater, and magnolia wafted toward me.

      Her scent.

      I knew that as certain as I knew my name, and now the smell of her was branded on me. What the ever-loving hell is happening right now? She averted her gaze, and my breath rushed out in a woosh, like she’d released me from some sort of magical hold. Was that what happened? Had she used a spell to hold me captive? I ground my teeth.

      “Abby, Jax…” Isach stepped around us so he was now in between us and the girls. “You’ve already met Sophie. These are her sisters. Sabella, Piper, and Peyton. They’re witches.”

      “So, you’ve been staying here with them this whole time?” Abby asked, an edge to her tone. Her aura pulsed with jealousy.

      Uh-oh.

      “Yes, but it’s not what you think.” Isach gave her a pleading look.

      “It’s time for you to start talking,” I said, because he might not have died when we all thought he did, but if he didn’t explain, he’d certainly be dead when Abby was finished with him.

      “C’mon inside and I’ll tell you everything.” Isach sounded weary.

      Abby refused to move.

      “Come. It’s not safe out here for much longer.” Sophie spun on her heel and disappeared inside. Her sisters followed her lead.

      I turned to Abby. “Your choice, Abby. Are we going in there or are we going home?” Please say we’re going home. I wasn’t sure I could handle being near these witches a second longer, especially when one of them was playing tricks on me.

      She shifted on her feet, seeming to weigh her options. “We’re going inside.”

      Of course we were. No way was she going to walk away now when she finally found Isach. Still, I needed to be positive. “Are you sure?” I asked.

      She nodded, then settled her gaze on Isach. “You’re going to tell me everything, and you’re going to answer every single question I have, because if you don’t, I will leave, and I won’t come back.”

      “Okay,” Isach said.

      That settled it. I headed inside, fully expecting Abby to follow, but when I glanced behind me, she wasn’t there. I hesitated, debating going back out there with her, but I figured she needed a few moments alone with Isach. With a heavy breath, I continued into the house.
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      When I stepped into the living room, all four of the girls were seated on the couch, and all four of them watched me with varying levels of wariness—expect for the one who’d done something witchy to me outside. She watched me with rapt interest.

      Sophie waved at an empty chair that looked as uncomfortable as it was ugly. “Please, sit,” she said with a kind smile.

      Steps slow and purposeful, I lowered myself into the chair, which I was positive had, at one time, been used as some sort of medieval torture. I ran my palms along the arm rests. “Your hospitality is as gracious as ever, Sophie.”

      Her eye twitched with barely contained contempt. Score one for me. Sophie turned to the girl on her right. “Piper, please fetch our guest a drink.”

      So, the girl messing with me was Piper. Good to know.

      “Why do I have to wait on the vampire?” Piper honest to God whined.

      And dammit, something stirred inside me at the sound of her voice. “You don’t.” I refused to meet her gaze and be caught up in her spell again. “I don’t want any of your witches’ brew.”

      One of the other girls huffed, the one I’d been ready to kill. “You have the manners of a heathen.”

      My brows rose. “Excuse me?”

      “Sabella,” Sophie scolded.

      “What?” Sabella lifted her head and looked down her nose at me. “He’s rude and unappreciative, and he nearly killed me. Not that he could have, but he was going to try. And not once has he apologized.”

      I snorted. “There’s no trying involved. I would’ve succeeded.”

      “If you say so.” Sabella waved me away like she was utterly bored, then stared at her fingernails.

      “You should apologize.” Piper’s melodic voice wiggled its way into my chest and squeezed my heart. “It’s the polite thing to do.”

      I remained silent, careful not to allow myself to so much as glance at Piper. I had no idea what game she was playing, but if she didn’t knock it off, she’d find out exactly who she was messing with.

      “It’s okay, Jaxon. When you’re done being cranky, you can apologize to Sabella.” Piper crossed her legs and folded her hands on her knee.

      The sound of my name on Piper’s lips had everything inside of me tightening and twisting. My fingers curled around the ends of the arm rests so tightly my knuckles blanched, and I half expected to hear the bones crack. She thought I was cranky? She had no idea how cranky I could be.

      Turning slightly to face Sabella, I settled my steely gaze on her. “I’m sorry I didn’t kill you.” I smirked. “I mean, I’m sorry I tried to kill you.”

      Sophie sighed and shook her head. Sabella rolled her eyes, and Piper giggled. And just like that, the twisting and tightening returned with a vengeance. What the hell was she doing to me? I risked a glance at her, and the way her eyes lit up with pure mischief had me smiling despite my foul mood.

      “What coven did you say you were from?” I asked.

      “We didn’t,” Sophie said.

      “Do us all a favor and shut your stupid vampire mouth.” Sabella pinned me with what could only be described as a death glare.

      I narrowed my eyes. I’d never met a witch who wasn’t willing to name their coven. What was going on here?

      Peyton sat on the far end of the couch, staring off. She hadn’t said a word to anyone about anything. Piper, though, kept her gaze steadily on me, and I squirmed in my seat. Actually friggin’ squirmed. I hated it here. I glanced at the front door. Where the hell was Abby? I stood to go check on her.

      “Leaving so soon?” Sabella asked, brow raised. A smug smile curled her lips.

      “And deny you the pleasure of being in my presence?” I infused as much snark and disinterest into my voice as I could muster.

      “We certainly wouldn’t want that, would we?” Piper’s entire expression offered one hell of a challenge, and if I wasn’t already so unsettled by her, I’d answer whatever unspoken challenge she’d just thrown down in front of me. Because there was no mistaking that she’d intended that for me and me alone.

      Instead, I headed out the front door. Abby and Isach were still in the same spot they’d been when I left them. “Hey, if you two are done kissing and making up, it’s time to get in here. These witches are already on my last nerve.”

      “See? Lack of manners.” Sabella’s haughty tone frayed my final nerve.

      Piper tsked. “That’s no way to talk about your hostesses.”

      I cursed, spun on my heel, marched back into the living room, and plopped down in the torture device they called a chair. I was not going to let these witches get the best of me. All four of them now stared at me, and I had a new appreciation for how people in a freak show must feel. Tension swirled through the room.

      A second later, Abby and Isach walked into the room. About damn time. Maybe now we could get the hell out of here.

      “Everything alright?” I asked.

      Abby nodded, her gaze not straying too far from the girls.

      Isach approached from the doorway. He rested his hand on Abby’s lower back. “Sit with me.” He nodded toward a loveseat.

      I did a double take. Where had that come from? It wasn’t there a second ago. I narrowed my eyes at the witches. The only one who bothered to acknowledge me was Piper, because of course she did, with a lift of her eyebrow and a barely noticed shrug.

      Abby sat next to Isach on the end of the loveseat that was closest to me. “Start at the beginning,” she said, her voice firm. “From the moment the war started with your coven. What happened?”

      Isach took a deep breath, his body sagging when he exhaled. “All of this started long before then.”

      My instincts kicked into high gear, and I gave Isach my full attention.

      “The day Chloe and I went to talk to Ivy about doing the spell that would let Chloe get pregnant, Ivy said I needed to swear a blood oath to her, that I needed to align myself with her coven once the magical balance was restored and my coven was dealt with.”

      “I remember,” Abby said.

      “I took her deal, and I swore the blood oath,” Isach said.

      “I know all of that,” she said, confused. “We talked about it quite a bit. We—”

      Isach held up his hand. “Please, let me finish.”

      She nodded for him to continue.

      He shifted so he could look at me now, and I nodded for him to keep talking. “What you and everyone else don’t know is that I had never intended to fully align myself with Ivy. I was going to swear the blood oath, fight my coven, and stay with Ivy just long enough for Abby and I to get married and start a family.” He gave Abby a sad smile before returning his attention to me. “Then, I was going to permanently hide my magic so no one could ever get to it, and Abby and I were going to become vampires.”

      I leaned forward in the chair, arms propped on my knees. “Would’ve served her right. Despite everything, I still don’t trust that woman. But how did you go from all of that to this?” I straightened and waved my arms around to indicate Isach’s current situation.

      “The day I made the blood oath with Ivy, I gave her a small boost of power so she could make the potion for Chloe and Trent. But she took more from me than she should have.”

      “She siphoned from you?” I asked, my tone incredulous.

      Isach nodded. “I didn’t say anything to her because I didn’t want to cause trouble when our alliance with her was already so tenuous. At the time, we needed her help, so I kept my mouth shut, but I was on alert.”

      My blood boiled. How many times had I told Chloe and Trent and everyone else that Ivy couldn’t be trusted? They hadn’t wanted to listen, and now here we were. When we got home, I was going to kill Ivy myself, and I didn’t care if I pissed off Chloe. She’d get over it eventually.

      “When Trent was kidnapped, we worked together to do location spells to find him, and she drew on my magic again.” Isach clasped his hands in front of him and hung his head. “I realized she was up to something, so I went to talk to her. Alone.”

      The longer Isach kept talking, the hotter my rage burned. I’d known Ivy was power hungry, but how far had she gone? How much farther would she be willing to go?

      “I asked her a lot of questions about how things would work once I joined her coven, what would be expected of me, what role I’d play. She was very vague, which didn’t help my suspicions, but I had no way of knowing what she was up to. Until I was getting ready to leave.”

      “Did she do something to you?” Abby asked.

      “No. Heaven Leigh approached me, said the entire thing was a trap, that as soon as I formally joined the Rose Coven, Ivy was planning to drain my magic from me. Then, she was going to kill me.”

      Abby gasped. My lip curled with hatred at the mention of Heaven Leigh, and I growled low in my throat. She was the witch who’d helped kidnap Chloe, and then eventually starved me. She was on my hit list, too, right after I dealt with Ivy.

      “Why would Heaven Leigh tell you any of that?” I asked. “Why would she betray Ivy when they were all getting exactly what they’ve always wanted?”

      “For starters, Heaven Leigh feels guilty about her part in kidnapping Chloe and then starving you. I guess she thought by telling me what was going on, she could make amends.” Isach shrugged. “She’s terrified of Ivy. She said Ivy was leading the coven in the wrong direction, that she was so eager for more power that she ruled with threats and fear instead of with love and sisterhood.”

      She felt guilty? Yeah, right.

      “So, what? Heaven Leigh wanted to overthrow Ivy?” Abby glanced between Isach and me.

      “No. She doesn’t want to lead, but she doesn’t want Ivy to be the leader anymore, either. She was hoping I could help her. Defeating the Zoya made Ivy the leader of the most powerful coven, but add my magic to that?” He shook his head. “She would’ve been unstoppable.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” Fresh anger sparked in my chest. “We could’ve done something to stop her so you wouldn’t have had to fake your own death.”

      “Someone told Ivy I was planning to betray her, and she threatened to kill everyone I loved, starting with Abby. Then Chloe and the girls.” His expression was a mixture of anger and sadness.

      If I had any reservations about killing Ivy, they were gone now. Nothing and no one would ever be allowed to harm Chloe or those girls. I’d die before I let that happen.

      “But if you were dead, you couldn’t betray her, and she wouldn’t have any reason to kill anyone,” Abby said.

      “Exactly,” Isach said.

      “What about your magic?” I shifted in the chair. Again. My ass was going to have blisters when this was over. My gaze darted to the four witches who were being entirely too quiet for my comfort.

      “Yeah, and who did we bury?” Abby asked.

      Isach smiled with smug satisfaction. “He was a member of my coven. When I gave Chloe my magic, I gave him a very small boost, too, knowing as soon as Ivy found out I was dead, she’d make a grab for it. Then I did a spell to make him look like me, and I took off right before Chloe blasted everyone.”

      I whistled. “You pulled a Dante.” Despite how angry I was with him for this little stunt, I had to hand it to him—the entire thing was rather brilliant.

      “Huh?” Abby said.

      “When Dante was holding Trent prisoner, he was using Zoya magic to make women look like Chloe, and then he’d torture and kill them in front of Trent. Isach did the same thing, making someone else look like him,” I explained.

      “So, you don’t have your magic anymore?” Abby asked.

      “No. I hid it somewhere safe, though.”

      “Which is why you’re shacking up with them.” I nodded at the witches. “They’re protecting you.”

      “Yes.” Isach smiled at the four of them, and they returned the gesture. “They’ve kept me hidden and have prevented anyone from using location spells to find me.”

      Witch boy was smart. He’d covered his bases.

      “You did all of this to protect us.” Abby wiped her palm on her shorts. She stood abruptly. “Ivy knows I came here to try to resurrect you. She was pissed, but Chloe and Trent….” She jerked around to stare at me. “If she knows about…”

      Shit. My stomach knotted. Losing my composure would only make things worse. I kept my expression neutral. “We haven’t told Chloe and Trent anything yet, remember?” I said calmly. “For all they know, we failed to bring Isach back. For now, he’s still dead to everyone.”

      Isach stood and reached for Abby’s hand. “Abby and I need some time alone to discuss a few things.”

      I suppressed a groan.

      Sophie nodded with understanding.

      “The vampire can stay with us until you finish.” Piper gave me a sly grin, and I scowled in response.

      “Have a little mercy on me, huh?” I met Abby’s gaze. “Don’t leave me down here to suffer too long.”

      She followed Isach out of the living room. I was once again alone with the witches. I expelled a heavy breath. I was tempted to listen in on what Abby and Isach were saying upstairs, but I wouldn’t violate her privacy like that.

      The silence stretched for an uncomfortably long time. I looked everywhere but at Piper, or any of her sisters. How long had they lived in this house? There was a noticeable lack of any real décor, no pictures or personal touches. That was odd.

      “He’s probably thinking of ways to kill all of us in one fell swoop.” Piper’s whispered words blew across me like a gentle breeze.

      I fought back a smile. This girl was tenacious, wasn’t she? I couldn’t shake the feeling she wanted to get a rise out of me. I shifted in the chair and stretched my legs out in front of me.

      “Actually, only three of you,” I said, intentionally inflecting my tone with boredom. “The quiet one on the end there is the only one who hasn’t annoyed me.” I jutted my chin in Peyton’s direction.

      “Give her time.” Piper grinned. “She’s worse than the three of us put together.”

      I highly doubted that. Before I got the chance to say anything else, Abby came rushing down the stairs. Her face was red and splotchy, her hair was a frizzy mess, and her eyes were still wet with tears. Isach was nowhere to be found.

      I jumped to my feet. “Are you alright?”

      She shook her head. “We need to leave.”

      “Isach?”

      “He’s not coming. Please just take me back to the hotel.”

      “Okay.” I couldn’t get out of this house fast enough. Without hesitation, I escorted Abby outside and into the car.

      But as soon as I was on the road, my chest seized, my breath became sharp and ragged, and my stomach revolted. The urge—the need—to turn this car around and go back to that house, to Piper, consumed me unlike anything else I’d ever felt before.

      That’s when the truth hit me. Piper hadn’t been using magic on me. She hadn’t been messing with my mind or emotions. What had happened was far worse.

      I’d found her. My soulmate.
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      I sat on the bed, back against the headboard, ankles crossed, and waited for Abby to get out of the bathroom. She hadn’t said more than a handful of words the entire way back from Sophie’s, and I didn’t pressure her to talk. Though I was dying to know what Isach had said to convince her to leave without him.

      The entire purpose of this trip was to get Isach back and bring him home, and now she was just walking away. Why? Granted, Isach’s return meant a war with Ivy, but so what? We’d faced Rector and the entire Zoya Coven. Surely, we could face Ivy and win, too. Either way, that witch was dying when I got home. No way would I allow her to keep amassing power and destroying lives.

      Abby walked out of the bathroom, climbed onto the bed, and sat beside me.

      I handed her a strawberry flavored wine cooler. “Start slow. Food will be here soon.” I twisted the top off my own drink and held it up. “To broken hearts, unkept promises, and the inability to move on.”

      “That has to be the worst toast I’ve ever heard.” She shot me a dirty look.

      “Don’t think of it as a toast but more like a list of grievances spoken aloud so we can get them off our chests.”

      She rolled her eyes and took a long drink. Lowering the bottle, she ran her finger around the opening. “I had to say goodbye.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Lame answer, but what else was I supposed to say? Barraging her with questions would only cause her to stop talking, and I had a feeling she needed to get some things off her chest. So, I’d be the friend she needed and listen.

      Abby nodded. “At least I got to do it in person this time.” She shrugged. “You know we can’t tell anyone that he’s alive, right? Not even Chloe or Trent.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much.” I took a drink. “We’ll tell them we tried everything to resurrect him but just couldn’t make it happen.”

      Not that I was happy about having to lie to Chloe and Trent, but telling them the truth would only hurt them more. And now I wanted to strangle Isach for so many more reasons.

      “Okay.” Abby took another drink, then another and another until the bottle was empty. She leaned over the side of the bed and set it on the floor.

      She was sucking those down fast. Not that I was judging. I held out another bottle for her. On the way back to the hotel, she’d said she wanted to get drunk, so that’s exactly what we were going to do, and I would ensure nothing happened to her. She’d be perfectly safe. Too bad I couldn’t do anything to mend her broken heart. There was only one person who could do anything about that, and he was choosing to hide. What a coward. My hand tightened around my beer bottle.

      “Considering everything, you’re handling this remarkably well,” I said.

      “Don’t really have a choice, do I? Besides, I’m pretty sure I’m in shock. Like, the reality of all this hasn’t fully hit me yet.” She went to take another drink but realized the bottle was empty. She set that one on the floor next to the first, and when she straightened, I had another drink waiting for her.

      She took the bottle, and her fingers brushed across mine. She hesitated for a moment, her gaze locking with mine. What was going on in that head of hers? I fully expected a lot more crying, maybe some yelling, definitely some destruction. But she was calm. Too calm.

      “So, about that thing that happened between us…” she said.

      I was wondering when she’d bring that up again. “You mean when you kissed me.” I gently nudged her shoulder with mine and winked.

      She rolled her eyes. “No, I mean when you kissed me back.”

      I laughed. “What about it? Is this your way of asking for a repeat performance?”

      I probably shouldn’t have kissed her back, but I knew utter desperation when I saw it, and she’d been hovering near rock bottom. Pushing her away would have been cruel. And if I were being honest, I’d been curious what kissing her would be like.

      “What?” Her eyes widened. “No.” She shook her head. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. It was good, and I can totally see why Gina and Chloe never shut up about kissing you but—”

      I laughed even harder. That’s right—I’d kissed the hell out of her friend Gina on a dare, and to make Chloe jealous, which had worked better than I could’ve imagined. Gina hadn’t been a very good kisser, probably because she was in shock. Not many humans knew how to handle kissing a vampire.

      Chloe, however… I nearly groaned at the memory of her kisses. No wonder Trent was always slobbering all over her. Abby was a good kisser in her own right, too. I’d bet anything Piper could give me a run for my money in the kissing department. Ugh. Why was I thinking about kissing her? She was a witch. And an annoying one at that.

      “Relax, Abby. I know that kiss didn’t mean anything. We can forget all about it if you want.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Well, I mean, you might not be able to forget about it but…”

      She yanked the pillow out from behind her and smacked me with it. “You’re a real jerk, you know that?” She laughed. “How do you do that?”

      “Do what?” I grinned as I brought the bottle to my lips. Her aura was starting to brighten a bit. Finally.

      “Make me laugh. In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve hit rock bottom. I’m below rock bottom, actually. I lost my job, dropped out of school, I’m living with my cousin and her husband. After this trip, I’ll be broke, and I just had to say goodbye to my fiancé for literally the rest of my life. And yet, you make me forget for a little while.”

      “It’s a gift,” I said with a shrug.

      “Well, whatever happens, don’t ever lose this part of yourself.” She momentarily rested her head on my shoulder. “You’re a good friend, Jax.”

      I leaned my head against hers and sighed. All I wanted to do was comfort her, make her see that this wasn’t the end of the world. She was strong. She’d get through this. I knew she would.

      “I’m sorry things didn’t work out the way you wanted, but I’m glad we had a chance to get to know each other better,” I said.

      “Me too.” She straightened. “I have to pee.” She stumbled off the bed and into the bathroom.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I didn’t bother checking it, knowing either Chloe or Trent was texting me. Again. Or possibly Colt. He’d been out drinking with Wyatt last night, and the two of them had sent me a dozen messages, harassing me about babysitting Abby. They were both going to get an ass-kicking when I got home.

      Abby returned to the bedroom. “We should probably call Chloe. She’s been blowing up my phone, and I’ve been avoiding her.” She climbed onto the bed and resumed her position next to me.

      “Yeah, her and Trent have been blowing up my phone, too.” I set my drink on the nightstand. “Let’s call them right now.” I reached for my phone, but before I could get it out of my pocket, a knock sounded on the door. “Must be our food.”

      I got out of bed and strode across the room. I yanked open the door and immediately stepped aside so the room service cart could be wheeled in, but then I froze.

      “Isach?”

      Just how much did I drink? Because I had to be seeing things. No way was Isach standing in front of me.

      Abby was across the room in a flash. “What’re you doing here?”

      “I came to talk to you, but you’re clearly occupied.” He sliced an accusatory look at me.

      I glared at him. Was he seriously accusing me and Abby of doing something? Didn’t he realize he’d broken her heart—again—and I was left to pick up the pieces? If anything, he should be thanking me.

      “We’re just hanging out waiting for food. I wasn’t exactly in the right frame of mind to be alone. Come in,” Abby said.

      Isach stepped into the room, his murderous glare still directed at me. My lip curled in a snarl. Let him say something else… I flexed my fingers so I wouldn’t be tempted to punch him square in the nose.

      A split second later, Piper followed Isach into the room.

      My heart stopped. I wasn’t drunk enough to deal with this. “Great. You brought Pippy the Perky Witch,” I said, my tone dry.

      “It’s Piper to you, vampire.” She tapped the tip of my nose, and I swatted at her hand, but she flitted out of the way before I could make contact.

      But that tiny, inconsequential touch had my blood turning to lava in my veins. I swallowed hard and forced myself to remain calm, to act like she didn’t completely upend me in every way imaginable.

      I swung the door closed. “Seriously, why is she here?”

      “Protection,” Isach said. “Now, if you two don’t mind, I’d like a moment alone with Abby.”

      Oh, hell no. No way was I going to be alone with Piper. But then Abby gave me a small nod. I sighed. She needed this time with Isach, and I couldn’t rob her of that.

      I opened the door. “You know where to find me if you need me.” Then I left. Piper was right behind me.

      My back was rigid as I unlocked the door to my room. I held it open and nodded for her to enter. She gave me a flirty smile that twisted my insides, then sashayed into the room like she owned the place. Yeah, no way this wasn’t going to go horribly bad for me.

      I followed her into the room, and the door swung shut with a loud click. Piper was wandering around, studying the décor. Arms crossed, I watched her through narrowed eyes. Head tilted back, she stared up at the ceiling for several moments before settling her gaze on the far wall where a framed painting of a field of snapdragons hung. She didn’t hover near that too long before dragging her fingertips along the wall as she continued to peruse the room.

      “Never been in a hotel before?” I asked.

      She stopped, twisted to glance at me, and smirked. “I’ve been in plenty of hotel rooms before. Just never this one.”

      “Yeah, well, if you ask me, this one is tacky.”

      Her light laughter seemed to echo in the room, seeping deep into my pores. I dug my fingers into my biceps to stop myself from doing something stupid. I knew why she had this effect on me, but I hated it. I hated how completely enamored I was with her. She was a stranger. A witch. Abby and Isach had better hurry the hell up.

      “So, why’s Isach here anyway? Thought he was going to keep hiding from the world?”

      Piper gracefully crossed the room, eased down onto the bed, and leaned back so she was propped up on her hands. “He had a change of heart.”

      My chest constricted with a sharp breath. The sight of her in this room, this space that was mine, was bad enough, but to see her sitting so casually on what was currently my bed… It was all sorts of right and wrong. My nostrils flared with a heavy exhale.

      “I’m assuming you had something to do with that?” I raised a brow.

      Her answering flirty smile was a kick straight to my heart. “I may have said something to him.”

      “Right.” I nodded. My entire body was stiff from how hard I was tensing my muscles so I wouldn’t close the distance between us and make her a permanent fixture in my bed. And my life. “And your sisters? They just agreed to let him go?”

      “They were reluctant at first. But I can be very persuasive.”

      “I’m sure you can,” I said before I could stop myself.

      She caught my gaze, her eyes twinkling with shared knowledge. Too bad I had no idea what that knowledge was. Did she know who she was to me? Was she trying to tell me without having to say the words? Or maybe she just got off on taunting me. She was a witch, after all, and witches were notorious for the games they played.

      “Isach said you were here for his protection.” I moved a little farther into the room and leaned against the dresser. “Are you his personal bodyguard now?”

      “Something like that.” She lay flat on her back, hair fanned out around her, and her arms above her head. She let go of a sigh that was full of restlessness.

      I remained rooted in place and stared at her. Which was my first mistake, because seeing her on the bed like that, all I could think of was slowing crawling over her, lowering my mouth to hers. Her tangling her fingers in my hair as she held me to her, demanding more of me.

      My gaze slowly raked down the length of her body, and that was my second mistake, because now I could feel her beneath me. The heat of her wrapping around me, drawing me deeper and deeper under her spell. I could hear her soft moans and whispers for more.

      “It’s rude to stare,” she said.

      My attention jerked back up to her face. She’d turned her head and was now looking directly at me, her lips curved in a tantalizing smile.

      “It’s rude to make yourself at home in someone else’s bed without an invitation, too, but there you are.” I jutted my chin at her.

      “Is that your not-so-polite way of telling me to get out of your bed?” She eased up into a sitting position, hands once again propped behind her.

      My body tensed. No way in hell I wanted her out of my bed. But I wasn’t telling her that. “No.” I shook my head. “You can stay. If you tell me why Isach’s here.”

      “Why do you think he
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