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        Whiskey, Donuts, and Blood Bonds… Oh My…

      

      

      

      Ava Crowley bites off more than she can chew when she finds herself in the middle of a world she never knew existed… one where angelic-faced vampires, sexy-as-sin hunters, and sweet-talking monsters are waiting for her around every corner.

      

      Vampire Cassius Aurelia finds a beautiful college student bleeding out on enemy territory, and he knows time is of the essence. But saving Ava’s life means claiming her blood as his, and challenging the monsters he’s been trying to escape.

      

      The bond between them is strong, but so is the threat that one day Ava and Cassius will have to make a choice… and only one of them will make out it alive.

      

      The Ava Crowley, Vampire Slayer series is a slow burn, enemies to lovers forbidden romance that may be perfect for fans of Supernatural, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and The Vampire Diaries.
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        Some bonds are stronger than blood…

      

        

      
        When eighteen-year-old Ava and her boyfriend attend a party on campus, things turn from fun to deadly rather quickly. As Ava bleeds out on the concrete floor, the angel of death comes...only he's not an angel. And he isn't quite dead either.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cassius Aurelia finds a young college student fighting for her life on the floor of a frat house basement, and he can't turn away. His bite will save her life, but it will also bring forth a litany of consequences for the both of them that neither may be ready for.
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        Those who see the world beyond the veil.

        Those who never back down from a fight.

        The ones with a fire in their soul.

        And also those who can’t live without a strong cup of coffee.
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      Ava’s head was killing her, and her bones literally ached like they’d been shut inside a coffin for a hundred years. She could hear the sound of the birds chirping outside her window, but they seemed so very loud it was almost comical.

      A wave of nausea overcame her, and she rushed to the bathroom. Her body heaved with convulsions as she emptied her stomach into the toilet.

      Visions of the night slowly came back to her, coursing through her body.

      The frat boys she and Ross were playing beer pong with.

      Ross obliterated out of his mind, completely missing all his shots.

      Ava and him making out in the basement.

      Her senses felt heightened, as the loud incessant chirping sounded like nails on a chalkboard. Her stomach dry heaved, as the rest of the memories came forth.

      The blood.

      There was so...much...blood.

      Her muscles ached, the vein deep in her thigh pounding with heaviness against her skin.

      The feeling of the knife as it cut into her thigh like a knife cuts soft butter, the creamy texture making way for the impact of the steel.

      The boy who’d been making eyes at Ross all night had him up against the wall, his lips on his neck, and Ross moaned with pleasure...before the scream.

      The memory of his horrific scream...

      Ava threw up again at the memory of his lifeless, drained body in the corner. Covered in blood. Her body shook with the leftover tremors from convulsions as another memory forged its way to the surface.

      An angel emerging from the shadows, his glowing green eyes like a cat in the darkness. Like some kind of dream or hallucination...

      How she pleaded for him to save Ross.

      The sound of his voice, tender and beautiful, offering her a chance to live.

      She pushed herself away from the toilet, scrambling back against the sink, the coolness of the pipes chilling the heat she felt within her. Her wrist throbbed with soreness, and she glanced down to see it wrapped in thick, white gauze, only the faintest hint of a lightly pink stain in the center.

      The feel of absolute bliss as she watched the angel sink his teeth into her flesh.

      The realization struck her, and she unraveled the gauze with a frantic, panicked motion. Her blood chilled as she stared at the bite mark, the raised scarring prominent as if she’d sustained the injury long before last night.

      The searing pain as his tongue licked at the wound.

      Her stomach twitched at the memory, but it was not an unpleasant one.

      “What the hell?” Her voice wavered aloud in the silence of the bathroom.

      When she finally found the strength to move, she noticed the birds had stopped chirping, and her headache was gone.
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      “Must have been one hell of a party last night.” Ember pushed the paper cup full of sugary goodness toward Ava.

      The campus was crawling with police and had turned into quite the crime scene.

      Ava’s stomach turned at the memory.

      “You have no idea.” Ava sipped the warm liquid, hoping it would settle her nerves, if only marginally.

      The television reporter showed an image of Ross, with the subtitle Missing twenty-year-old male, Ross Parish. Ava’s heart stilled at the sight.

      They’d only been going out for a month. It just didn’t seem real, the idea that their relationship was over before it even had a chance to begin. She had been going to ask him to visit for Thanksgiving, for god’s sake.

      Ross was dead, yet how could she describe what happened when she didn’t understand it herself. Speaking up would only make her a suspect as she was the last person to see him alive. Her, and the freakishly beautiful blond man who bit her.

      The words were solid in her brain.

      He fucking bit me. Maybe he was just as tripped out as the rest of the frat boys.

      She did remember the one biting Ross on the neck, and quite frankly he seemed pretty into it...until that point anyway. But when had things shifted? Everything was so blurry.

      What kind of deranged person goes around biting people, let alone more than one? She thought as she watched Ross’s picture on the scene.

      Someone on drugs, most likely. She took another sip of her coffee.

      “Did you see what happened?” Ember looked concerned.

      “Not really, no,” she lied. What could she say?

      She looked down, catching sight of a familiar pair of eyes across the room

      Bright, glowing green eyes stared at her from across the student lounge, and her body went straight as a pole. Her wrist throbbed with a heated sensation, and she nearly dropped the cup of coffee.

      “Ava, careful...” Ember leaned toward her, her fingers gently touching her forearm, focusing on the gauze.

      “What happened to you anyway?” Her voice broke Ava’s concentration.

      “I’m not sure. I think I fell on some glass. I was pretty wasted, after all.” At least it wasn’t a complete lie.

      “Well, I’m glad Ross had the wherewithal to make sure you were okay.” She paused, a look of sorrow on her face.

      “I’m sure he’s okay. He’ll turn up.” Ava could see Ember’s forced smile. Ember may have been psychic, but Ava knew her talents extended only to reading tarot, and not detective work like her aunt, the famous psychic consultant, Kacie Stone.

      “Yeah. Sure,” she said as she glanced around the quad, trying to find the green-eyed angel. But he was nowhere to be found.

      Perhaps she was truly starting to lose her mind.
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      Cassius took a deep breath as he made his way out of the student union, passing the young college students as if he were just another face in the crowd.

      That was close. Perhaps she hadn’t seen him.

      She’s all right. You can move on now. Forget about her. He walked with swift grace past a group of students coming through the turnstile doors. 

      The campus was as active as ever, but the news of the party was all throughout the town of Chester. He’d had to act quickly, with the rogue faction so close by, and he was certain they wouldn’t be keen to have loose ends.

      What was I thinking? He chastised himself. The memory of the night flooded back to him, with clarity.

      Cassius followed Taj down to the basement. They weren’t supposed to be in this part of the house, but Taj had a score to settle. No one threatened Jasmine and got away with it, especially some young, dumb new recruit. The Boracellis were either getting sloppy or desperate, or perhaps both.

      After all Taj and Jasmine had done for him, there was no way he was letting Taj go off half-cocked without him. It wasn’t that his friend couldn’t stand off against the new kids; Taj was about as impenetrable as solid marble but the right crack in the right place could make him more than just distracted. Strength was his strong suit; brains.... Not so much.

      The stairs creaked underneath him, and the scent of fresh blood assaulted his senses. He stilled momentarily, gaining his bearings. Taj brushed against his back.

      “Do you smell that?” Taj whispered.

      Cassius nodded.

      His heightened sense of smell told him the room hadn’t been cared for in some time as the scent of mildew and rotten beer permeated through the concrete like it had been there for years. 

      Taj sniffed the air behind him.

      “I don’t smell him. His scent’s disappeared,” Taj grumbled angrily. Cassius could hear the creak of the stairs behind him, a clear indication his friend was turning around, heading back to the party.

      “Please.... Help me...” The sound was small, and almost no more than a whisper. Cassius stepped forward.

      “Cassius.... What the fuck? What are you doing?” Taj whispered.

      The sight before him angered him in a way he hadn’t felt in years.

      Since Eden...

      The bodies in the corner were piled like discarded packaging, and perhaps to the young vamps they were just that, but not all of them were lifeless shells.

      The smell of coagulation was prevalent as he slowly walked toward the sound of the whisper, his gaze settling on its owner.

      Her amber eyes were frantic with motion, until they settled on him. He glanced over her quickly, taking in the sight of the young college student who was sitting in a puddle of blood, streams of the crimson liquid seeping out from several gashes on her pale, sweat-slicked inner thighs. 

      No bite marks, which meant they hadn’t fed off of her yet.

      “Cassius, come on...” Taj stepped up toward the door, the tone in his voice only slightly worried. Cassius could smell the faint, distinctive smell of the young vamp. Young vamps thought their musk was alluring, and maybe it was to humans. But with his heightened sense of smell, it reminded him of humans who bathed in too much cologne.

      “They’re going to kill her.” He turned toward the shadows where Taj was hidden.

      He’d never understood, given the history of their relationships with the mortals, why some vampires preferred to be so cruel.

      They’d worshipped their very existence, sacrificed themselves and everything they had once to be chosen, to be gifted with immortality. The humans gave them life, after all. Without their blood, they’d cease to exist.

      The girl’s chest heaved heavily, and her long, dark brown hair clung to her sweaty, dirty skin. He could feel her pulse like an echo in the air, even at a distance. The rush of blood in her veins. She would certainly bleed out soon if the rogue vamps didn’t come back to finish her off.

      She struggled to move her legs, frustration on her face. But she kept trying. “We’re on their territory,” Taj’s voice went up an octave, and the reminder was sobering.

      “My boyfriend, Ross...he’s...he’s still alive.” Her voice was strong, even though it wavered with exhaustion. She looked into his eyes, and he was in front of her instantly.

      He couldn’t explain it, but when she looked at him, he felt...seen. Not as a vampire, not as an Aurelia but as a person.

      He could not leave her to die alone, and he would not let her die at the hands of monsters, this human who tried with all her fading strength to move.

      You’re not a monster, he reminded himself.

      There wasn’t much time to act as the sickeningly sweet scent of the young vampires became more prominent. They were getting closer, but the target was not with them.

      He could turn her, it was the easiest option, but it would draw attention he didn’t want from the Boracellis. Not as many vampires could turn humans anymore. It would be the most dangerous option, not to mention...

      The idea of it didn’t sit right with him. He’d never had a choice in the matter, he was born this way. He couldn’t take the choice away from her. He knew all too well how it felt.

      He could kill her, before the rogue faction showed up. He hadn’t had fresh blood in many years, and he couldn’t deny the sight of the crimson streaks against her pale thighs, streaming down her legs, was making his throat dry with thirst. It would be a quick, merciful death, thanks to his thrall, but he knew he’d never be able to do it. He’d never liked killing humans, even if he had to do it to survive. He’d managed to stay off of fresh blood this long, he wasn’t going to throw all that discipline down the drain, even if it was tempting.

      The only other option was, he could mark her. Marking her would buy more time. No vamp would dare try to challenge the claim unless they had a death wish, or unless they were stupid—like the rogue vamp who threatened Jasmine. The Boracellis wouldn’t be able to do anything until he either turned her, or fed off her, for at least a few years. By that time, she’d be graduated and likely out of Chester, and the Boracellis... He’d figure something out. He’d have to deal with them one day, after all.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was bright and warm, and Cassius started to feel the muggy effects of it against him. His vision blurred slightly, casting a fuzzy haze around the things he looked at, and the feeling of heat in his body flourished like the beginning of a summer bonfire. He wouldn’t burn in the sun like the movies portrayed, after all, he needed to blend in with the humans, and his Aurelian blood gave him the ability to do so—but that didn’t mean being out in daylight was comfortable by any means. While he’d spent much time outside in the sun in his early newborn days without any incident, the recent years of living in the night had caught up to him.

      He walked through the crowds of students, toward the abandoned construction zone where the University suspended work due to lack of funding.

      He knew not even students would be hanging out in its dusty, unkempt, forgotten rooms during this time of the day. It would be the perfect place to make an exit.

      Cassius sat on the edge of the rafters. He’d had every intention of escaping quietly, but yet...

      What if she saw me?

      It isn’t like she knows who you are, or what you are. If she’s lucky she won’t remember a thing thanks to the thrall, and she’ll just chalk it up to drunken activities.

      The vamps should leave her alone, with the mark...

      He rolled the thoughts over.

      Unless they’re stupid. He reminded himself.

      What had he done?

      It seemed like the best option in the moment, he couldn’t just leave her there to die at the hands of those horrible monsters. The choice seemed so simple, and yet, in the light of day, Cassius had to acknowledge that perhaps nothing was simple.

      The memory of his fangs sinking into her skin... It had been so long since he’d felt the puncture of his teeth in real flesh, the rush of blood into his mouth. It was only a small taste, the blood that touched his fangs, and if he hadn’t pulled back so quickly, he knew he would have been no better than the new recruits. But he couldn’t deny the feeling of serenity as he drew her wrist to his lips, or the way his thrall instinctively wrapped itself around her, calming her fear and diluting the pain. The sound of her gasp, the feel of her pulse as it ran through him. The feeling of life in his hands, at his mercy.

      He’d known marking her was the best option. It saved her life, sealing her wounds with rapid healing, and for that he knew he had made the right choice; but as he sat in the rafters, he could feel the faint thrum of her pulse inside his own veins, steady and strong, and for the first time in what seemed like an actual eternity, Cassius felt alive.
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      Ember tapped her pencil on the table, and to Ava the sound was like nails on a chalkboard. It was like the sound was deafening. 

      “I swear to god, if you tap that pencil one more time, my head is going to explode,” Ava grumbled.

      Ember glanced up from her notebook with a mischievous smile.

      Out of all the people in her Medieval History class that she could have been paired with, she ended up with a psychic. An oblivious, anxious psychic. What were the odds?

      Ava hugged her knees, her long, dark brown hair falling over her shoulders like a cascading waterfall. Her eyes focused on the group of students that hung around the Chester Cougar statue in the center of the quad. Something about them seemed familiar to her but she couldn’t quite place it.

      “Sorry.” Ember glanced up at Ava quickly.

      “No, I’m sorry. I just can’t seem to shake this headache...” Ava massaged her temples with her fingers, squinting her eyes in the light.

      “It has been three days.” Ava watched the small group of students outside passing out flyers. Flyers with Ross’s face on them. The group of students at the Cougar statue walked in their direction, and Ava could feel her skin prickle like she’d walked into a freezer. Her wrist heated underneath the gauze and she immediately let her legs down, bracing her hands on the bench. 

      It was as if time stood still and as the group approached, her eyes settled on one man.

      He was average height, wearing an ordinary blue-checkered short sleeve over top of a white tee, and he looked like a California import. Tan skin, dark brown hair with blond highlights, and bright blue eyes. 

      As he passed her, her wrist felt a searing pain, and instinctively she grabbed the gauze with her free hand as their eyes met.

      It was the guy from the party... The one who’d been making passes at Ross all night. The one who had him up against the wall... The one who bit him.

      The man smiled seductively at her, and she could have sworn when his lips pulled back...

      No, that can’t be possible. You’re definitely losing your marbles.

      When his lips pulled back, she could have sworn she saw an elongated white, razor-sharp tooth.

      A fang.
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        * * *

      

      “Aren’t you scared to go out after what happened?” Stacy looked up from the couch as Ava headed for the door.

      “I need to get my mind off things,” Ava answered plainly.

      Stacy rose from the couch and walked over to Ava with haste. “I know you’ve had a tough week. With Ross missing, and I know the police interview you gave couldn’t have been easy.” Stacy ran her hand down Ava’s exposed arm, her blue eyes full of concern.

      Ava shifted out of her reach. Stacy sighed.

      “I’m fine. It’s not like we were soul mates or anything. Besides, I was glad to give that interview, if it helps find out who killed him.” Her words weren’t complete lies. 

      She’d met Ross at freshman orientation. He was a sophomore brother of Alpha Pi Omega, and he’d volunteered to help the freshman moving into the dorms. It wasn’t fate or anything, he just looked really good moving boxes in his polo shirt and khakis, and Ava was excited to finally be able to do whatever she wanted, without judgment.

      Like hit on a sophomore fraternity brother who was probably out of her league.

      Only when Stacie’s eyes widened had she realized her mistake.

      “Killed?” Stacy swallowed, and Ava closed her eyes before opening them again. Her pulse quickened with anxiety.

      “He’s been missing for a week already, Stacy. If he were alive, they would have found him by now.” She pursed her lips.

      How has no evidence of what happened come to light?

      The image of the California import flashed in her mind

      His body pressed against Ross, his fingers on his neck.

      Ross’s moan of pleasure.

      Ross’s scream of pain.

      His body behind her, the sound of gurgling blood.

      The angel from the darkness...

      She had awakened in her own dorm room...

      What had they done with Ross’s body?

      The memory of the blood covering his shirt, trickling onto the cement floor...

      Ava pushed the memory down. She could really use a drink.

      Stacy crossed her arms. “You’re not going alone.” She spoke with confidence.

      “I’ll be fine,” Ava replied quickly.

      “I’ll go with you,” Stacy said as she stepped in between Ava and the door. “Give me five minutes to change.” She looked Ava in the eye with a look that said she meant business.

      Ava sighed heavily. “Fine.” she relented.

      Ava leaned herself into the passenger seat of Stacy’s bright blue Malibu. Her roommate’s car always smelled like laundry detergent, and it was both a welcoming smell and a sickening smell at the same time. Ava stifled a cough.

      Stacy turned the car on and backed out seamlessly.

      “Where to?” She glanced at Ava.

      “The Heights,” Ava responded.

      The Heights at Chester University wasn’t actually affiliated with the school, which made it the prime spot for parties and underage drinking. It was also on the other side of the University, far away from Greek Row. 

      Stacy pulled up to the parking lot across the street from The Heights, the one everyone parked in to avoid getting a ticket.

      It looked as if the party was stretched all throughout the parking lot, and in various apartments. Ava exited the car, the chilly October air biting at her bare legs. She pulled at her red velvet dress for a fraction of warmth as her long hair blew in the wind, tendrils sticking to her lip gloss and blinding her vision.

      She swatted at her hair with disdain as she followed Stacy across the street to The Heights.
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      Taj licked his lips as a group of college students passed. The scent of chemical vanilla and freesia made Cassius’s eyes water.

      “We’re not here for them,” he reminded him.

      “You might be a fucking vegetarian, but some of us still require the real thing to live.” He leaned against the wall, holding his red solo cup and Cassius had to admit Taj looked like he belonged.

      Tajiri’s normally long, dark brown hair was pulled back into a tight bun, the style showcasing his high temples, and muscles in his neck. The black Billabong shirt that he deliberately wore was so tight; if he were human, it would have cut off his circulation. The fit made his profound muscles stand out, and that was, of course, on purpose.

      A short, petite blonde with cerulean eyes walked up the counter, eyeing up the many bottles, cans, and strewn debris of plastic cups.

      Taj’s eyes lit up.

      “Did it hurt?” He smirked as he pushed off the wall, slowly boxing her in.

      Cassius rolled his eyes.

      The doe eyed blonde flashed her long eyelashes at him.

      “Excuse me?” Her voice was light.

      “Did it hurt? When you fell from heaven?”

      Cassius turned with every intent to leave, but a solid force stopped him dead in his tracks. Aside from the force of body collision, Cassis felt a strange, heated sensation in his veins. Warmth...

      His slow heartbeat beat only a fraction quicker, and he could feel the thrum of pulse steady like a river inside his entire body.

      “I’m sorry,” the voice apologized.

      Cassius looked down to see the culprit, and if he had human blood, he was sure it would have run cold.

      The girl from the basement.

      The one he marked.

      For the first time in his eternal life, Cassius was speechless.

      She looked up at him, and he had to take in the beauty of her amber colored eyes. Flecks of gold in them reminded him of the sun. She brushed past him as if he didn’t exist, heading straight toward the blonde who was now running her fingers down Taj’s enormous bicep.

      He watched as the girl from the basement, the girl he marked, walked through the kitchen. She wore a short, red velvet dress, which elongated her pale legs, and the image of her on the floor, with crimson streaks against her flesh, flared his thirst, among other things.

      Good thing I stopped at the morgue first. Something about this human... made him long for the taste of fresh blood in a way he hadn’t felt in years.

      The blonde saw her friend, and gave Taj a playful shove as the marked girl took her arm and lead her away into the crowd on the other side of the kitchen, in the thick of the living room.

      And just like that, she was gone, and the scent of sickening cologne became more prevalent. Taj’s stance shifted in response, and Cassius remembered why they came to The Heights in the first place.

      Forget about her. You’ve done your part. She’s alive.

      But even as he said the words in his head, he could feel her pulse inside of him and he knew forgetting her was out of the question.
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      Ava’s skin was chilled, and her wrist flared with heat as if it were on fire.

      She grabbed the silver cuff and turned it against her bite mark, the scar that didn’t seem to want to heal despite how much Neosporin she put on it. The cool metal of the silver didn’t seem to help as it only heated up in response.

      She looked down briefly and ran into a brick wall.

      A brick wall wearing black leather pants, and...black and white converse tennis shoes? 

      What an odd combination.

      She looked up the tall expanse of the said brick wall, and her heart stopped.

      The angel from the shadows. From the party. The one who bit her.

      She cleared her throat.

      A thousand words assaulted her senses. A part of her wanted to scream at him, a part of her wanted to thank him, and a part of her wanted to ask him if he knew what happened to Ross’s body.

      But all she could manage was, “I’m sorry.” 

      She shoved the thoughts down, her fingers pressing against her bite mark on her heated wrist.

      She looked up at the angel of darkness for only a moment, taking in the sight of his beauty in the filtered light of the kitchen. His features truly were angelic.

      His eyes were the brightest green she’d ever seen, like emeralds, and his golden blond hair was medium length, long enough to sweep back behind his ears and short enough that it barely touched his eyes. He looked like some lost member of the Backstreet Boys mixed with the god Apollo. The sight of him stirred a strange feeling inside of her she couldn’t quite place.

      She pushed past him and made a beeline for Stacy, who was flirting with some guy who was more muscle than human.

      She grabbed Stacy by the arm and pulled her away, and as she walked toward the living room, her heart stopped again.

      In the center of the room was the group of students from the cougar statue. The California import stood in the center, with his red solo cup, laughing as though he had not a care in the world.

      The images of the party from that night flooded her brain again.

      His body on top of Ross’s.

      The moan of pleasure.

      The scream of pain.

      Ava’s blood boiled.

      The smile he cast in her direction, the memory of a long, sharp fang she thought she saw.

      Her wrist still flared with heat, and she could see the goosebumps on her arm.

      His eyes settled on her, and she investigated them from across the room and all she could see was emptiness.

      He nodded in her direction, raising his cup to her.

      Ava felt her legs move in his direction as if willed by some unknown force. Her eyes felt heavy, and her body felt strange.

      I’ve only had one drink...

      Perhaps someone spiked the punch with some kind of drug...

      Her brain felt fuzzy.

      Ava watched as someone approached California. His gaze still fixated on her as the other guy whispered something in his ear.

      California broke eye contact and turned away, his expression turning to concern.

      Ava’s skin still prickled like ice, and her wrist still flared with heat, but her eyes felt alert, her brain less fuzzy, and she couldn’t quite remember the walk from the kitchen to where she stood. When she looked up, California was gone.
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      Taj slammed his fist into the punching bag in the gym. “We almost had him!” he growled as his fist thudded against the oversized sandbag.

      Cassius sat on the bench like a statue.

      “Perhaps we would have had him if you kept your eye on the prize,” Cassius retorted.

      “Fuck you.” Taj pounded into the punching bag again.

      “Just saying,” Cassis sarcastically responded.

      “I was hungry. Some of us do actually still need to eat, you know.” Taj stilled the punching bag for a moment.

      “I get thirsty too. I just have more control than you.” Cassius pushed himself off the bench and walked over toward the window. The moon was high in the sky tonight.

      “I have control,” Taj grumbled. “At least we know their hunting grounds now.”

      Cassius stared at the silver moon, his mind replaying the night that changed his life.

      The way she tried to move her legs.

      Her eyes as she begged him for help.

      The sound of her voice as his fangs punctured her skin

      The feel of her pulse alive within him.

      He shook his head and pushed away from the window. “True. But I still feel guilty we couldn’t catch him in time.” He sighed.

      “This isn’t about Liam, is it?” Taj walked over to him.

      “I saw her. The girl I marked.” He turned toward Taj.

      “The brunette that stole my dinner? Thought she looked familiar,” Taj’s words were careful.

      “You ever mark anyone Taj?” Cassius asked honestly.

      Taj removed the gauze wrappings from his knuckles slowly and methodically.

      “A long time ago,” he answered quietly.

      “What happened?” Cassius swallowed.

      “I killed her. Obviously. Man’s gotta eat.”

      Cassius closed his eyes. He knew the answer, but hearing it aloud made it real. Taj couldn’t sire newborn vampires. He didn’t have the ability to turn humans as Cassius did.

      “Why did you mark her?” he asked.

      “Her blood...it was like it called to me. I needed it...and honestly...” Taj paused before continuing. “To this day it was the sweetest blood I’ve ever had.”

      Cassius could see the lust in his eyes at the memory of its taste. “Well, I don’t intend on killing her.” He turned his gaze back out the window.

      “Then you’ve only got one other option.” Taj flexed his fingers and Cassius could see it in the reflection of the windowpane.

      Marking a human meant Cassius had claimed her blood for his own use. If he turned her...one bite would spread the venom, and she would be like him. Frozen forever in her youth, with only one true desire. Blood.

      Drinking her blood and spreading the venom through the bite...would make her his mate for life. She’d have to bite him after her transformation to solidify the bond but...

      No.

      Cassius forced the thought down. He’d vowed never to claim a mate, not after everything had crumbled with Eden. He’d come so close to bonding with her...

      The memory of Eden Boracelli surfaced, and he had to fight its pull.

      The girl struggled in his grasp, and Eden held her still.

      “Use your thrall.” She instructed him. Her dark blue eyes instilled him with confidence.

      Cassius tried to control the thrall, imagine it like some invisible force as Eden had told him. He imagined the invisible force like a shield around the girl. She looked at him with pleading eyes, and her breath hitched.

      Eden sunk her teeth into the girl’s neck, the sound of crunching muscle and torn tendons sending a shiver through his body. He could hear her heartbeat, feel it like a vibration of bass. The girl rolled her head back, her moan of pleasure a melody of its own.

      Cassius was next to her in an instant, his hands braced on top of her heaving chest, her heartbeat thudding against his touch. His lips barely brushed her skin before his fangs punctured the other side of her neck. The feeling of blood as it ran down his throat, hot and wet, was overpowering. Intoxicating.

      He glanced at Eden, who licked the blood off her lips, and his heart swelled at such an intimate moment.

      He pushed the memory down, as he hurried out of the gym.

      “Where are you going?” Taj asked.

      Jasmine came into sight, and Cassius felt his speed kick in involuntarily. His mind raced with thoughts and he needed to quiet them.

      The streets of Chester were quiet everywhere, but the campus and Cassius found solace on the main street, under the streetlights. He sat on a bench and watched the flickering of neon on the sign of Cory’s Diner, focusing on the buzzing sound from the wires inside of it.

      The faint thrum of a pulse, steady and warm filled his body and he reveled in its warmth.
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      The news hadn’t forgotten about Ross, but he was only a footnote now that two girls had been found dead in one of the apartments in The Heights. The campus was aflutter with gossip and news of the horrific murder was hard to avoid.

      Danica and Riley Klume, twin sisters were found in their apartment and had died of blood loss.

      The strange thing was...

      Except for two puncture marks on their bodies—one on Danica’s neck, and one on Riley’s inner thigh—there were no wounds or cuts to explain the loss of blood.

      Ava felt overwhelmed. Chester U hadn’t had a student death in over fifty years. Until her first semester. Not to mention, the constant feeling as if she was being watched...

      Ava wasn’t a paranoid person, but she still couldn't shake the feeling. Sometimes she’d look up and swear she caught a glimpse of glowing green eyes.

      Ember pushed the paper cup of coffee toward her. “Drink up, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover,” she said sweetly.

      Ava grabbed the cup, glancing at her wrist. It had been two weeks since the day she received the bite, and it had become a permanent scar. Thankfully, she could cover it up with concealer or jewelry, but it still bothered her.

      Her phone rang, interrupting their study session, and Ava was surprised to see the caller. She answered quickly.

      “Mal?” Her voice lit up.

      “Hey, Simba, how's college life treating you?” The sound of her brother’s voice was remarkably refreshing.

      “Well, it hasn’t been quiet up here, that’s for sure.” She looked at Ember, and motioned to her she’d return in a moment. Ember nodded and Ava pushed herself away from the table in the quad and walked outside.

      The sight of the autumn leaves as they scattered the green grass was comforting as the chill set in. Ava pulled on her grey sweater, the cuff itching her bite scar.

      “I heard. That’s kind of why I’m calling. I’m stopping home for a bit, and I’d like to see you if that’s okay?” Ava could hear the concern in his voice, but he masked it as a question and not a command. She knew him better than that.

      “Where are you?” she asked.

      “In the parking lot of Grayson Building C,” he said plainly.

      “Let me wrap up this session with my partner, and I’ll be right over,” she answered with a smile.

      “Sounds great,” he said.

      She couldn’t wait to see her brother.
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      Ava walked up to the familiar red Chevelle, and her brother smiled at her from inside the car. “You hungry?” He raised his eyebrow at her.

      She came around to the passenger side, pushing her long hair back behind her. “The question is not am I hungry...” she said as he pushed the door open for her from inside. “The question is can I eat food? And to that you know the answer is most certainly always yes.” She smiled back at him.

      Mal turned the car on, and Ava had to admit, she wondered where Mal would have fit in at Chester U. The eleven years between them should have separated them more than it did, but Ava had always felt closer to her brother than anyone, including her parents.

      Especially after they died.

      The thought careened through her brain, and she frowned.

      It was only three years ago...

      She tried to push the memory away. She didn’t want to remember the sight of her parents when she came home, their lifeless bodies strewn about on the carpet, saturated in blood in their home. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine anything else.

      “Place is a freaking nuthouse with all these reporters and police everywhere,” Mal said as he pulled out of the parking lot onto the road.

      Ava opened her eyes and let out a deep breath. “Yeah, well, you know how it is. Nothing interesting ever happens around here, so can’t say I blame them for all the attention.” She leaned back into the squeaky leather seats.

      “So, what's good up this way?” He leaned back casually as he palmed the steering wheel, turning onto the main street of the campus.

      “Depends, what are you hungry for?” she asked as she peered in the back seat at the amp and guitar that looked as if they had collected dust.

      Strange for a musician.

      She looked up briefly to see Mal’s eyes in the rearview mirror, staring back at her.

      “Pizza?” His tone was casual, but his eyes serious. Something about him seemed on edge.

      Of course, he’s on edge. His baby sister is attending a university where three people were just murdered.

      “There’s Julian’s a couple of blocks from here. Just keep going straight until you hit the traffic light, then turn right on Tucker,” she directed Mal.

      His gaze turned back to the road.

      “Did you know them?” he asked as they pulled up to the traffic light, which changed from yellow to red.

      “What?” She turned toward him, with question.

      “The...victims. Did you know them?” The way he said the word victims didn’t sit right with her. She shrugged it off. “I knew the guy. Ross Parish.” She spoke honestly.

      “I’m sorry.” His sympathy sounded genuine, but the look in his eyes was still quite serious. The light blinked green.

      Ava pulled at the cuff on her sweater, covering her wrist.

      “We only went out a couple times. He was a sophomore. Member of Alpha Pi Omega.” It felt good to be honest with someone.

      “So... you didn’t know the girls then?” He turned right on Tucker Street.

      Why was he pressing about this?

      “No.” Her answer was simple.

      “Look, Ava, I know college can be exciting, what with all that goes on up here...” he started as he drove down the street, looking for the sign for Julian’s. Ava shifted in her seat uncomfortably.

      Please don’t try to be the responsible older sibling. It just isn’t you, Mal.

      “So...you came all this way to lecture me?” She huffed.

      Mal, of all people, had no room to lecture her. She wasn’t some naive kid. She knew all too well what kind of shenanigans he got up to when he traveled for his gigs.

      “I was eighteen once too. I know what happens at college parties. I also know that your friend and those girls were at a party the night they died.” His lips straightened.

      Ava shrugged as Mal parked the car.

      “I’m fine, Mal. Really. You don’t need to worry.” She opened the door as quickly as she could. Her stomach growled.

      “I’m not telling you not to do it. I know you’re going to. I’m just telling you to be smart.” He shut the car door and leaned against the hood of the Chevelle, as he took out a cigarette from his flannel pocket. He lit it with a stainless-steel lighter and the motion as he did so exposed his pentagram sun tattoo on his forearm, the rays of the sun sticking out like black daggers. Ava pulled her sweater tight around her. 

      “Finish your cigarette. I’m hungry,” she grumbled.

      Mal blew a ring of smoke in the air, and just like that the serious tone was gone, and his eyes lit up with a smile. “As you wish, Miss Crowley.”
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        * * *

      

      Ava closed her eyes and let a small moan of appreciation escape her lips. The cheese was absolutely delectable. “They really do have the best pizza,” she mumbled through a mouth full of food.

      Mal seemed to be on edge, his gaze darting around the room. It was only a Tuesday night, and still early by campus time, but fall had started to set in, and the outside was bathed in darkness, save for the streetlights and lights from places like Julian’s.

      Mal picked up another slice of pizza from the platter and scarfed it down equally as quickly as he had the other three slices.

      The door jingled and Ava felt the familiar prickling of flesh and heated sensation at her wrist.

      She looked up to see a group of students filing into one of the booths. California was with them. He sat with his posse, which consisted of three other men, all of which were impeccably dressed even for brothers of the fraternity.

      Mal’s gaze darted over to them.

      “You know those guys?” he asked between bites.

      “Not really, just seen them around campus. I think they belong to Alpha Pi Omega.” She took a sip of her coke and tried to ignore the chills.

      Probably some stupid flu.

      California locked eyes with her and nodded back at her.

      “That the fraternity your friend was from?” Mal asked as he took another bite of cheese pizza.

      Ava nodded in response. “Yeah.” Her head felt fuzzy again.

      “Interesting,” Mal said under his breath. Ava broke eye contact with California and shook off the feeling. She pretended not to hear him.
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      Two girls. In addition to the boy at the frat house, Liam, the Boracelli’s newest member, had managed to kill two innocent girls.

      Cassius was furious at the sight of what the news called The Chester Murders. They’d been killed at the off-campus housing complex, known as The Heights, or rather the apartment complex that they had visited two weeks ago, on the hunt for Liam. 

      Jasmine had told Taj to let it go. She didn’t think Liam would do any harm. “It’s just words, Taj. Seriously. He’s a kid, let it go,” she had said sweetly, but Cassius knew Taj better than Jasmine.

      Liam was a baby as far as vampire years were concerned. He’d been turned within the last twenty years, and as Cassius had learned, been sired by a rogue vampire, which in itself was quite a rare occurrence. Rogues didn’t usually have the ability to sire as their bloodlines were usually so diluted. Liam had no coven, no real understanding of rules, and yet the Boracellis took him into their coven, likely because he was racking up quite the body count—which was something the Boracellis favored above all else. Kills. If the rumors were true, he’d be an apprentice before the fifty-year mark. He’d only surfaced in Virginia a month ago, and already in the course of two weeks, he’d managed to kill three students at the campus. All Greek row, all in their early twenties. 

      Like him.

      It could have been four. He reminded himself as he felt the faint thrum in his veins of a pulse that didn’t belong to him.

      Still, newborn vamps like Liam were arrogant and didn’t understand how to blend in. Their cocky attitudes coupled with the new fondness of eternal life meant sometimes they drew too much attention, where there should have been none.

      Taj walked through the parking lot, and his whistle pulled Cassius out of his thoughts.

      Taj walked around the red Chevelle and licked his lips. “They just don’t make them like this anymore, do they Cassius?” Taj sounded like he’d fallen in love.

      The red paint shimmered in the streetlight, casting a glare.

      “Not really my type.” He shrugged.

      Taj flipped him off.

      “You wouldn’t know taste if it walked up to you and bit you,” he retorted.

      Cassius noticed something catching a glare from the light, the sparkle glinting against the window.

      He peered in the backseat and felt an immediate fear.

      The source of the glare belonged to the expanse of a blade, made of what Cassius assumed to be pure silver, its markings all too familiar.

      To the naked eye it looked no different than a hunting jackknife, but any vampire worth his blood knew it was anything but ordinary. The symbols etched into the pure silver blade were deadly to his kind.

      “Taj, look. Back seat.” He shoved his hands into his pockets as he stared at the blade.

      “Fucking hunters. Great,” Taj cursed.

      Cassius could feel the stolen pulse in his veins quicken, and a chill came over him.

      What the hell...

      He pulled his hand out of his pocket, the feeling of fire dull at his wrist, but noticeable enough to make him jump.

      “You alright over there?” Taj walked hastily over toward him.

      “Yeah... I...” Cassius flexed his fingers. He could feel the quickening heartbeat, and he knew it wasn’t his.

      “Lovely.” Taj looked in the opposite direction, his sights settling on Julian’s.

      “What...” Cassius’s thoughts felt jumbled.

      Taj pulled him closer to the edge of the parking lot.

      Cassius felt the pulse become stronger. “What is this? What is happening to me?” he asked.

      “It’s the mark. It knows she’s close.” Taj dropped his hand and nodded in the direction of Julian’s.

      Cassius’s own heart stilled, which was a feat considering it was a slow beat to begin with.

      She sat there in front of the window, with a dark-haired man, eating cheese pizza.

      But it wasn’t the sight of her that stilled his heart, not entirely.

      It was the sight of Liam and his three henchmen, who walked in the door of Julian’s.
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      Mal pulled out his wallet and fished around for the proper bills and change. The motion was normal, but his demeanor seemed to have changed. Ava finished the last slice of pizza and took another swig of her coke, and when she looked up California was beside the table.

      “I know this may seem a bit forward, but you look awfully familiar to me. Do I know you?” California’s voice didn’t sound like a regional surfer, but more like a Tiffany Jewelry salesclerk. Combined with his preppy style, and expertly styled coif of hair, Ava couldn't help but blush.

      Her brain felt fuzzy again, and the chills were still there, and she knew this man...but...

      She didn’t seem to remember how. 

      That’s strange...

      “I think so, but forgive me... I can’t remember how.” She glanced at Mal who’s face had gone stone cold as he stood up slowly, against one of the other men who refused to move.

      “Back off,” he growled.

      The man against Mal was wearing a pink polo of all things, and khakis with boat shoes. His backward hat looked slightly out of place with the rest of his ensemble and his dark eyes looked excited as he chewed his lip.

      “Looking for a fight, pal?” Pink Polo challenged.

      California held his hand out.

      “Not tonight, Brody. Take it easy. You need your strength,” he continued to speak, never taking his eyes off Ava.

      “Well, then I think we should introduce ourselves thoroughly. I’m Liam Bancroft.” He smiled, and although her brain felt hazy, she found her eyes had resisted the heavy pull. 

      “Ava Crowley,” she smiled. Something about California...no Liam’s demeanor felt unbelievably captivating. Memories of lips on her skin, biting at her flesh...

      Biting...

      Ava blinked and looked down to her wrist for only a second, remembering what lay underneath her sweater. She tugged at the cuff, as something told her she needed to keep it hidden.

      The door jingled, and Liam and Brody turned their heads.

      “Back up right now, or I will make you,” Mal sneered at Brody as he puffed his chest out.

      Liam sighed. “Can’t a guy just get a decent pizza around here without getting into an argument?” He looked back at Ava, and she cracked a smile.

      “See you around, Ava.” He smiled in return, his lips pulling back just enough that as he turned, Ava could have sworn that she saw it.

      The razor-sharp fang.

      Just like in the field.

      Liam and Brody backed away slowly as they headed toward the door, and Ava was surprised to see no one was there.

      How odd. She thought to herself as she looked out the window.

      Where Brody and Liam should have been, there was no one. Not a soul on the street, across the street, or anywhere to be found where a person should be.

      Mal’s shoulders eased, and he shot Ava a serious glance.

      “You’re coming home with me tonight.” The way he said the words was definitive, and solid.

      “What? Why? There’s absolutely...” she started to rattle, but Mal held his hand up to stop her.

      “I’d just feel better if we were both under the same roof. I’ll drop you off at class tomorrow. I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.” He stood in front of her, his eyes serious as he waited for her to rise.

      “You’re being ridiculous, but I can see that you are clearly worried. If it makes you feel better, I’ll come home for a few days, but I’m a freshman. I can’t have a car on campus, so I’ll need you to drive me to and from school for the foreseeable future until you are satisfied. Also, we’ll need to stop by my dorm to get a few things.” She crossed her arms.

      “Always the negotiator,” Mal smiled only a fraction as he turned toward the door, and Ava followed.

      Stacy’s eyes sparkled at the sight of Mal, and Ava’s stomach turned with disgust.

      “You didn’t tell me you had a brother. A very hot brother, I might add,” Stacy whispered as Ava threw some clothes in her duffel bag. 

      “My brother is not hot, by any definition of the word, and most certainly is not suitable dating material. He’s a musician, and therefore leaves for long periods of time, and isn’t exactly the committed type.” Ava wrinkled her nose.

      “Like I said. Hot.” Stacy shrugged.

      “He’s at least eight years older than you, Stacy.” Ava strung up her laundry bag full of clothes she’d planned on taking to the Laundromat before Mal showed up.

      “Age ain’t nothing but a number, sweetheart. Besides you have room to talk. Wasn’t your boyfriend two years older than you?” Stacy sat on her bed on the opposite side of the room, in crossed leg position as Ava went about packing her things for a few nights. She banked that Mal would get sick and tired of playing responsible sibling after three days. He didn’t know how to stay in one place too long, anyway.

      “Yeah, but that’s different.” She dodged Stacy’s disapproving glare.

      “No, it isn’t,” Stacy teased.

      Ava slung the bag over her shoulder and headed for the door, the laundry bag at her side.

      “Okay Mal, I’m ready. Let’s head out. I’ve got class at eight am tomorrow,” she said as she threw the laundry bag into Mal’s stomach, the motion making him wince.

      Mal coughed.

      “Jesus Ava, what do you have in there? Bricks?” he retorted as Ava walked quickly out of the dorm room.

      “Bye, Stace!” she hollered from the hall, and Mal skipped after her.
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      Mal pulled the car into the driveway of the estate, the headlights casting an eerie white-blue glow on the stone walls. If it was up to Connie, their housekeeper slash pseudo mother, Ava would have remained living at the estate instead of on campus at Chester U for her first semester. 

      But with Mal gone most of the time, and the rigid structure of their aunt and guardian, Becky Lee Michaels, Ava knew she couldn’t stay, even if the estate was a hundred times nicer than her dorm room. Not to mention, cleaner.

      “Quiet, or you’re going to wake the dead,” Ava said as she tiptoed to the porch, waiting for Mal.

      Mal fished for the right key on the ring.

      “Relax. I called earlier today and told her I’d be stopping home for a bit,” Mal replied as he found the key and turned it in the lock.

      The click was an ominous sound to Ava, who suddenly worried why she’d agreed to this arrangement in the first place. She was perfectly capable of taking care of herself.

      “Yes, but I’m sure you didn’t mention I’d be coming with you.” Ava crept in the open door, glancing around the darkened kitchen, waiting for Becky to show up out of nowhere, like some ghost.

      “It's fine, don’t worry about it. I'm sure if you tell her you feel safer here, she won’t object. It is your home, Ava.” Mal shut the door and locked it quickly.

      Ava glanced at the grandfather clock in the living room, which read ten thirty pm. It wasn’t even eleven and the house was already asleep.

      When Ava turned the light on in her room, she was surprised to see it was just as she’d left it. The bed was still haphazardly made, the remaining pillows strewn about as if she’d taken a nap, and awakened. Yet, the room was devoid of all its charms as she’d taken the only things she valued with her to college. Her favorite band tees, her records and record player, and of course her tiny collection of paranormal books, and her dream catchers.

      Mal dropped her bag on the floor, and it landed with a thud. “It's late, I’m going to turn in,” he said quietly.

      “I have class at eight, so we’ll need to leave around six-thirty.” The way she spoke was a command, not a question.

      Mal sighed. “Alright. Get some rest.” He turned, pausing in the doorway as if he wanted to say something. When the moment passed without a word, Mal shut the door, and Ava suddenly felt exhausted.

      Flashes of light flickered in the darkness.

      The light from the tiny sliver in the wall.

      A door.

      Ava wanted to move, but her legs were heavy.

      Ross’s eyes darted to the light, and all Ava could see was the look of lust.

      What had him so worked up?

      Why couldn’t she move?

      The shadows faded into the familiar muted green and beige wallpaper she’d always hated back when living in Loxley, Massachusetts. Ava quietly pushed on the open door.

      The sink was running, and the kitchen was empty.

      The Record player was still playing Aerosmith, and Ava could tell by the melody it was Sweet Emotion.

      “Mom? Dad?” she called out.

      But there was no answer.

      And there never would be.

      It had been weeks since Ava had the nightmare about her parents. She thought perhaps she’d finally outgrown them, or perhaps the dream catchers had worked. But as she tossed and turned, her body heated with anxious sweat, and she reached out into the empty space, searching for something that was not there.

      Green eyes gazed down at her, and delicate fingers held her wrist. “I need your permission.” His voice was like chocolate ganache on a chocolate donut. Smooth, and decadent.

      Ava didn’t understand. What was he waiting for? Couldn’t they just leave... Surely, he could support her until she found her footing. Her head swelled with a blissful calm and her stomach flipped. She could feel her breathing increase, her heartbeat thudding in her chest, and the feeling of wanting to be consumed, wanting his touch...

      The memory of razor-sharp fangs...

      Ava awoke in a panic as Mal banged on the door.
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      Cassius walked aimlessly along Chester’s Main Street. The cool air felt refreshing against his skin, contrasting the slight warmth beneath it that didn’t belong to him.

      Not even corpse blood made him feel this warm.

      He ran his hand through his hair, and when he pulled his fingers away, he could feel tiny beads of sweat.

      Sweat?

      Cassius couldn’t remember the last time he felt so warm. The faint thrum in his veins, his pulse—her pulse—he reminded himself. It felt...

      Heightened.

      Cassius stopped for a moment and rescinded his movement. The fainter it became.

      He walked quickly, and the thrum became more evident.

      The memory of earlier that night resurfaced.

      “It knows she’s near,” Tajiri said. 

      Cassius followed the feel of her pulse.

      Is she in danger?

      Is it Liam?

      A strange feeling of possession and panic overcame him, and the world around him was nothing but shadow, and the light that drew him was not really a light at all.

      Cassius stopped outside a large estate. It wasn’t unusual to see a converted plantation home in Virginia, but there weren’t many in Chester. The town itself wasn’t really large, and was more spaced out, more country than city. 

      It was why he had stayed. Eden would never think to look for him in a secluded, small country town. 

      But now...

      As long as I don’t turn her or consume her blood...they won’t be able to do anything
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