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      We all lived on Earth, but we definitely didn’t live in the same world. Adrenaline coursed through my veins in anticipation. Hunting vampires might not be the best thing about being a witch, but it ranked pretty high on the list. I stepped out of the cab into the cool October evening. The lights flickered like the heightened pulse of downtown Dallas. The skyscrapers stood like statues, shrouded in a slight haze of dampened air. Tonight, I hunted my enemy.

      I drew in a deep breath, begging it to cleanse and focus me. The cigarette smoke, already clinging to my hair and clothes, coupled with the stench of trash, refused my request. The tepid temperatures translated to perfect hunting conditions. Vampires visited Club Red often and in particular on nights when the mild weather delivered people in plentiful fashion as it did tonight. Disheveled patrons stumbled out of the over-packed club any decent Fire Marshall would shut down. I shook my head and walked to the front of the line.

      My lips curved into a smile for the doorman, Ian. He winked and moved the deep red velvet rope aside for me to enter, bypassing the line wrapped around the corner. I smirked at the sighs, groans, and whistles. The arched cherry wood door opened by way of bouncers the size of wrestlers on either side. Would the humans thank me for my services if they knew witches and vampires existed? While I loved the hunt, I considered what it would be like to trade places with them in their normal lives. There was something appealing in the habitual regularity of their day-to-day activity.

      The bartender poured a shot of liquid courage for me before I even made it over to him. “Women in leather are always trouble. Who’s the lucky guy?” Rob smiled and handed me the small glass.

      Humans and their small talk equated to distraction. One a hunter couldn’t afford. Like most of my kind, I kept the humans at arm’s length. A witch and human friendship opened up a vulnerability the vampires could use against a hunter. I fiddled with my necklace, running my hand over the intricate old-world scrollwork until I found the hidden vial of Vampire Death.

      “I don’t know yet,” I said with a wink and a laugh. “Has my brother been in tonight?” The sting of the vodka slid down my throat to warm my belly. The burn awakened my senses.

      “No, he mentioned a birthday party tonight.” He hesitated, setting a second glass in front of me. “Aren’t y’all twins?”

      I smiled to hide my inner wince. Today wasn’t our birthday, but Grandmother suggested we celebrate the night before given it was a birthday ending in a seven. Tomorrow, my twin brother and I would be tucked away in our safe spots at the time of our birth.

      “We are.” I nodded. “We like to celebrate differently.” I slung my head back, taking the shot.

      “Well, happy birthday, princess.” He leaned over the bar to give me a quick peck on the cheek.

      My lips turned up in appreciation. Rob had always been kind, and his good looks garnered lots of attention from the human patrons. If I weren’t a hunter, I’d have taken him to bed, but there wasn’t a chance of that tonight or any other night. I pivoted to take in the crowd and pressed my back against the bar. I focused my full attention on the dance floor. With closed eyes, I inhaled the perfumes and colognes mixed with the sweat of the people. The vampires, scattered throughout the club, found a dinner buffet filled with humans who had enough alcohol in them to loosen their inhibitions.

      Many of the women danced on each other to entice the men. It was almost a ritual in this club as well as in others. I’d seen it again and again, and hunters weren’t always able to save them. My gut twinged at the thought of failure. What humans didn’t know and what we were forbidden to tell them was many of the men were killers. Not to mention a fair share of the as lethal women. My senses came to life with the rapid beat of the music and the anticipation of the pursuit. Magic came alive under the surface of my skin as my intentions settled on the hunt.

      I moved my hips in rhythm to the drumming beat while I made my way through the crowd and up to a redheaded bombshell dancing alone. Her friends left her and were hanging out at the bar. She would be easy prey for the killers present in her inebriated state, and my empathy for her distracted me for a moment. It had been a club much like this one where I found myself cornered by vampires. The night had been meant for a fun night of teenage freedom with fake IDs, but my memories of the night and the following two weeks were splintered. I turned my back to her and faltered. My eyes locked with emerald green ones staring back, and I stood frozen in place. My hearing followed my breath’s lead, leaving me deaf and unable to inhale. The only sound audible, my own heart beating in a rush. A warmth foreign to me passed through my body, followed by a dizzying bout of déjà vu. His face contorted, distorting his chiseled features for a moment. The connection broke. Music and voices once again filled the space around me. I gasped and grabbed my neck, rubbing my necklace. The gorgeous man across the room with the gaze penetrating me was a vampire. Shit!

      I spun on my heels, trying to catch my ragged breath. Again, I met his gaze. This time in the mirror on the other side of the dance floor.

      He looked me over, starting from my knee-high black leather boots and regarding my exposed thighs before moving over my leather dress. I pressed my thighs together. He lingered at the heirloom necklace given to me by my grandmother. My fingers caressed the hidden vial. I fell into the abyss of his gaze, twisted and entwined in its depth. His expression softened, most noticeable in how his jaw relaxed. The eyes reflected didn’t look like the normal killers I encountered here. His were familiar and warm. The shoulders gave him away. His still carried tension he couldn’t hide. I forced my eyes closed to break the connection and turned away to reopen them.

      This shouldn’t happen. Not to me. I shouldered my way through the sweat-soaked crowd and headed for the back door, desperate for the cool air to clear my head.

      He managed to surprise me, which never happened, especially not while I hunted. How could I be so stupid? Figures I’d have an attraction that powerful with a vampire. Exactly my luck with men.

      Perplexed, I clamored into the alleyway. Training and instincts had taught me better than to come out the back door without being prepared. Yet, here I am like a newb. “Eff!”

      The pungent bouquet of fresh blood and trash from the dumpsters hit me. Even through the fog hanging in the air, the eyes of a killer sought me out. He lurked in the corner where the concrete block wall met the wooden fence that concealed the dumpster. The vampire paused the greedy assault on his meal to look at his dessert. A hiss escaped his lips.

      “Thanks for reminding me why I’m here, asshole.” I pulled out one of the stakes concealed in my boots and hurled it at his chest. It found his heart with no difficulty. A pile of dust drifted on the wind through the darkness, leaving no trace of his presence. Satisfaction pulled at the corner of my mouth.

      The vampire’s meal looked at me with a dazed expression. Scarlet trickled down her neck. The smugness of the kill faded away at the sight. I touched her head with a gentle hand. Home. Sleep. The woman wandered down the alley to the street in front of the club. The further away, the safer she would be. I watched to make sure she cleared the corner. She would have a nasty headache in the morning, and she’d assume she drank too much.

      To be human and have a normal problem like a hangover enticed me, but I had little time to dwell on a human life I’d never have. The career I envisioned for myself as a child didn’t involve killing anything, even vampires, but that was from a time before I encountered the cruelty firsthand. It did little good to deny the high that came over me when I ended one. Soft steps from behind alerted me to more vampires. My hand slid over the vial on my necklace.

      “You’re a witch. What did you do in there? Try to cast a spell on me?” His amused tone sent shivers down my spine.

      The melodic voice demanding my attention belonged to the green-eyed vampire. I didn’t have to turn around to confirm. Had he followed me outside and why did part of me hope he had? Even as my senses prickled, his voice drew me to him with familiarity. I let out a soft breath. His presence didn’t threaten me. But it should.

      I lowered my voice. “No, I don’t have to cast spells.” I slipped a hand in my boot for another stake and pivoted to face him. The softness in his face caused me to pause. The thought of killing him held no appeal like it should, but I didn’t get the chance to find out. In a blur, he caught my wrist and sparks ignited from his touch. The stake dropped to the ground in the middle of the alley as my defenses came to life, ready for a fight. I gazed at how tiny my hand looked in his. He held it in a lax grip I could, without question, break.

      My gaze followed the line of his arm to meet his eyes. The connection between us drowned and consumed me. His almost human scent differed from other vampires. He lacked the rot of death I had become accustomed to smelling with his kind. The draw between us caused a new sense of closeness for me. His forehead wrinkled and his eyes darkened as they had inside the club. The sight woke me up from my trance. Stupid, Brie. So Stupid. I chastised myself, unsure if I was angry at me or him.

      “I think you’re the one causing the issue, vampire.” I jerked my hand from his, hearing a sizzle from his fingertips.

      He glanced at his fingers and rubbed his thumb over the pads.

      My oath to protect humankind from them was planted in my mind, and I would do my duty. A whiff of burnt flesh assaulted my nostrils. Once again, the thought of killing him seemed hollow and wrong. I hesitated.

      Singed fingertips brushed my earlobe as he ran his hand across my cheek. In my years as a hunter, a vampire never touched me with such a soft caress. I’d have turned them to ash if they had tried. His thumb traced my eyebrow, and my eyes fluttered. I fought the urge for them to close. He took a step back and dropped his hands to his side. I wanted the sparks again, but moreover, I wanted to know what it meant. The confusion on his face matched the twisted mass inside me.

      The gentleness in his gaze set him apart from the other gorgeous vamps’ cold brutality. His eyes carried concern in them by and large reserved for humanity. The softness of his touch mimicked a human and not the deliberate acrimony of vampires. The warning in my head, ringing like the Liberty Bell, reminded me vampires played games with their prey. Some were more gifted than others.

      “I assure you I have no intention of hurting you.” His voice was like velvet, soft and rich.

      Why did I want to trust him? God. I wanted to believe him. Had he gotten into my head? He must have. But I didn’t want him to go.

      Droplets of mist glistened on his thick, black hair. He ran his hand through without acknowledging them. I wondered what it would be like to slide my fingers into the dark mass and shook my head to clear the thought. Come on, Brie. You know better than to fall for vampire tricks.

      “You drink blood.” I lifted my chin in defiance.

      “I do,” he said. “But I give you my word I will not drink yours tonight.” The words flowed from his mouth, and I comprehended his honesty in the way he didn’t deny what he was. Other vampires would lie to gain trust. “I want to talk. That’s all.”

      The flicker of humanity in him tugged at me. I swallowed hard, taking a step back.

      “I’m supposed to believe a vampire?”

      “Yes.” He took a small step towards me, taking time to raise his hand to my face. Danger stood head-on in front of me, but I stood paralyzed, not from fear but mesmerized by him. He leaned in, bringing our lips close together. The sweet vanilla aroma of a rich whisky on his breath enveloped me. Déjà vu left me dizzy again. My eyelids fluttered in anticipation of a kiss I desired. He lingered. His thumb brushed back and forth across my cheek in a slow rhythm, causing my breath to occur in a broken cadence. He licked his lips. Energy coursed between us, unlike any of my previous experiences with a human, warlock, or vampire.

      The vibration in my boot interrupted the moment. I sighed at the unwelcome disruption and debated answering the call. After a long moment, I reached for the phone. In one blink, a breeze brushed my cheek and tousled my hair. I knew before I looked his unnatural speed carried him away from me, leaving the faint malty scent of whiskey hanging around me like a cologne. The distance gave me clarity, and my focus returned. Except I wanted him here.

      “Hey, Brandon.” I greeted my twin, breathless from the encounter.

      “Are you ok, Brie?” he asked, his voice uncertain. “I had the strongest sensation you were in danger. You’re not hunting alone, are you?”

      I winced, hating I worried him. Our twin sense meant the other knew when something was amiss with their twin.

      “I’m fine. I needed to blow off some steam.”

      His voice relaxed and hinted at disappointment. “Mom really hoped you’d be at the party tonight.”

      My stomach rolled. We had this discussion many times, and it never seemed to lessen the sting of betrayal. “Brandon, I’m not you. I can’t just forgive her. It’s different for me.”

      “She loves us both, Brie. She made a mistake trying to keep us safe. Can’t you let it go after twenty years?” He asked, his tone boyish but firm.

      “She bound our powers to steal them with no intention of ever letting us know.” I paused, rubbing between my eyes. Resentment for my mother I buried deep resurfaced. Tears pricked my eyes. I was in no mood for this conversation. “I need to go.” It was almost midnight. “Happy birthday, brother. I love you.” I jabbed the end button with my finger before he could reply.

      I couldn’t take my anger out on him. Brandon wanted to find the good in her, but I lacked the faith I ever would. If she had succeeded and captured our powers, our seventh birthday would have been a common birthday. We would have never known the world where humans are hunted by vampires and our kind hunted the bloodthirsty creatures. Normalcy, in the human sense, didn’t exist for us. Brandon could let it stay in the past, but the outrage for my mother sat underneath the surface for me. Was I angry about her failure? For her attempt thrusting us into the spotlight? Maybe both. Hunting defined me. I’m a hunter. That’s my normal.

      By the time I turned the corner away from the club, my thoughts dove into the past, almost too deep to notice a tingling sensation rippled up my neck. Vampire. A fight tonight of all nights excited me, and the potential release after I end one of them enthused me. I drew both hands to my chest and whispered, “Cloak.” Sliding into the dark archway of the building, I waited. My heart pounded in anticipation. Only one? The vampire got closer. Magnetism pulled me to him before he came into view. The sight of the green-eyed vampire caused my mouth to go dry and my palms to sweat. He followed me.

      I chastised myself for being too consumed by thoughts of my mother’s treachery to pay attention to the world around me. His expert vampire vision sought me out in the darkness. Unlike human eyes, vampires could locate me if they tried hard enough. I glanced up and down the deserted street, realizing a quick kill was the best option. I reached for the vial of Vampire Death from my necklace. My high tolerance to the poison made a few days of illness from the potion a small price to pay for the kill.

      “I can sense you are here,” he said in his lyrical voice.

      His voice familiar, pulled deep in my heart and melted my usual protective bitch mode away. Did I know him? I couldn’t. Could I? My hand dropped to my side. I longed to hear someone speak to me with such softness. My chest tightened, but I said nothing and held my breath. Pain pinched at my temple as I tried to rectify the comfortable cadence when he was near.

      Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, and I watched in awe as he lapped it up with his tongue. The vampire’s actions should have repulsed me, but tonight it caused something to stir in me I couldn’t altogether explain.

      “There is something different about you. About us. I know you noticed it too. I fed, so there is no danger to you.”

      He fed. He took a human life so he wouldn’t be tempted to take a witch’s life? If I’d ended him earlier, he would have… I should stake him for harming or worse, killing a human. Should. I had noticed something different with him, but distance had helped clear the fogginess of our first encounter. While I couldn’t make myself end him, it would take more than his charm to persuade me to uncloak.

      I tried to think straight when the heat took over. Damn it to Hell. This cannot be happening now. My birthday wasn’t until tomorrow. After midnight. It’s today. A tremor ran through me. The transformation should happen at 11:57 tonight. The exact time of my birth. The cold, cracked cement sidewalk was not the place for this to happen. This spot left me too exposed, but it was too late.

      A rush of energy passed through me. The cloaking spell retreated. The electric charge caused me to stumble. My body glowed as the power exerted itself. It was like the Fourth of July inside me. When the transformation finished, exhaustion took over, and I could no longer stand. My knees buckled. The ground came closer. This is going to hurt. But the pain never came. Nor the crash into the pavement. Instead, powerful arms wrapped around me, carrying me away. The sweet vanilla scent of whiskey wafted in the air. The vampire. I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Sleep took over.
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      Where the hell am I? Everything looked fuzzy. I blinked through muddledness. The room came into focus and the memory of being caught as I fell last night. Was that a transformation last night? It wasn’t time for it. This bedroom was in the vampire’s refuge. Fuck me. I need to get out of here. My necklace was still secure with the small dose of Vampire Death attached. I glanced around the room for other weapons, but curiosity took over. It looked like a normal bedroom. I took inventory, through sleepy eyes, of the two nightstands, both appointed with lamps, and a dresser with a mirror. Decorated with tones of gray and black, which left the room cold. Interesting. The coldness didn’t fit with the warmth from him last night. But vampires weren’t known for their kindness. Vampires are killers, Brie.

      I sat up from the nest of pillows on the bed and shuffled to the mirror. He’d fed before he tracked me, but that didn’t mean he could pass up witch blood. I checked for bite marks and found none. Satisfied he kept his word to not harm me, I readied myself to face him. My duty required this meeting to end in his death. I prayed for an alternative, but I was sworn to eliminate the vampire threat. If I didn’t fulfill my oath, I could be expelled from the hunters or ostracized from the coven. I’d never not done it, and I’d already let him escape once last night. Except he scooped me up amidst the transformation last night. Didn’t I owe him for that? My body ached from fatigue as if it agreed with my decision to let him live… today.

      The delicious aroma of Italian spices lured me through the apartment. I spied the front door and considered sneaking out, but the aroma drew me toward it. A vampire cooking? This I had to see. The living room view told me we were in a high-rise building. I placed my hand on the bottle of Vampire Death, just in case. I paused in the doorway of the kitchen. The sexy vampire stirred a red sauce on the stove. If the clock on the wall was correct, I had been out for a couple of hours. I wondered if the vampire planned to let me go.

      “I figured you would be hungry,” he said, without turning around. I’d never seen a vampire cook, but I tended to put a stake in them before they could demonstrate their culinary skills. It’d be easy to use the vampire death vial on him from this distance, but my senses didn’t even tingle on alert. Strange, with a vampire so near. My stomach growled the answer for me. “Have a seat at the bar.”

      “Why did you bring me here?” I asked.

      “You were glowing. I couldn’t leave you on the street. You’d have been taken.”

      Or worse.

      He glanced over his shoulder. The relaxed grin along with his answer warmed my heart, and I relished it for an infinitesimal moment. You cannot be attracted to a vampire, Brie. Not even one this sexy. Not even if his smile makes you want to go to him. And I did want to go to him. I wanted the kiss promised last night.

      “Why would you care if I was taken?” I raised an eyebrow. If other vampires had seen me glow, they would have been tempted by my witch blood, or they would have taken me to a high-ranking vampire as a gift. I shuddered at the idea of being a prisoner to them. Death would be a thousand times better.

      “Because I do. Now, eat up.” He placed a plate in front of me with spaghetti and meatballs. My go-to. I looked up at him, unable to hide my smile, and took a small bite. “It’s not poison. I promise. Why would I bring you here to turn around and poison you?”

      He had a point. Famished from the drain of the transformation, I dove into the plate without further discussion.

      “This is my comfort meal,” I said and shoveled another fork of spaghetti.

      The corners of his mouth curved up. When I finished, he took my empty plate and set it in the sink. The skin on his hands and forearms was marred by pink marks, still fresh. Because of me. I shifted in the seat. Carrying me while I was transforming would have been excruciating for him. Why would a vampire help a witch?

      “Who are you, vampire?”

      “My name is Nicholas, but you can call me Nick. And your name is Brie,” he said with a triumphant smile. His name swirled in my head, and I pressed fingertips to my temple to calm the swimming it caused.

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I overheard part of your phone conversation as I left the alley.” His answer seemed genuine. It’s not like I whispered when I talked to Brandon.

      “You are an unusual witch, Brie. I am typically repelled by witches.” He rested his elbows on the counter and brought himself eye level with me. “Yet, I find myself attracted to you, as I am sure other vampires are. It should be the other way around, considering you hunt our kind.”

      “Of course, I hunt your kind. You kill humans and witches alike.” I can’t hunt him, though. Regardless of the consequences I will face. At least not until I understand the connection and why I’m attracted to him. He was hiding something. Of that, I was sure.

      He smiled. “You are both brave and stupid, young one. We must get you home.” His tone amused, he held his hand out.

      Young one? Seriously? Is he really letting me go? I slipped my palm into his, unsure if I wanted to leave. Warmth radiated from the touch, but my magic didn’t burn him this time. I studied our hands as he helped me from the bar stool. What caused this kind of charge? I’d heard of vampires being caught in castings. Maybe being so close to me when I transformed had a lingering effect on him. And what the fuck was up with the transformation coming early?

      His expression changed. He let go.

      The absence of his touch left me cold. Had he been stunned by it, too?

      He led the way to the door. I turned to shake his hand, not ready to leave but knowing I couldn’t stay.

      “I’m taking you home, Brie.” His voice held a hint of amusement in it.

      Not much of a chance someone from the coven would see him at my apartment, but it was better if we parted ways here.

      “What makes you think I am letting a vampire take me home?” I left my hand extended as a courtesy. Please let me feel the zap again.

      He took it and whirled me into the elevator, and the touch rewarded me with the connection I craved. His movements prevented me from observing his reaction. Damn.

      I grabbed hold of the rail to steady myself and cursed the giggle bubbling out of me. Giggling, Brie? That is not me.

      “You picked the wrong witch for dancing,” I said, through my laughter. It was one thing to gyrate in a club, but I didn’t dance any other way.

      He leaned in close like he had in the alleyway and looked me in the eye. The jolt of the connection made me gasp.

      “I don’t think so.” He traced my jawline with his finger. He punched the button for the garage and leaned back against the metal wall.

      I rested my head on the cool surface. What am I doing? This is crazy. I’ll let him drive me home. He will leave, and it will be done. The ride down was silent except for the mechanical noises of the elevator.

      He grasped my hand again as we exited. The current flared with renewed strength, and I looked up into his green eyes. He moved fast. Bewilderment possessed me. I tried to reach for the last stake in my boot. My body pinned to the rough concrete wall, I realized the precarious situation. This vampire was strong. Stronger than any other I’d encountered. He didn’t move, though. His hard body pressed against me, but not one muscle moved. I intimidated most men, whether or not they knew I was a witch. The vampire didn’t appear intimidated at all. He dominated the situation. Dominated me. A thrill shot through me. This is what it feels like to be alive. Really alive. Our erratic breaths were in unison, and I locked in on his gaze.

      He kept his eyes on mine. I hadn’t yearned for a man’s touch in several years, and I wanted Nick’s hands on me. He pinned me to the wall and leaned in close, so close his breath brushed over my face. I hadn’t kissed a vampire since I took the oath. Our lips touched. Sparks, stronger than a static shock, flowed from his body into mine and from mine to his. He let my arms fall free. His hands sunk into my hair.

      My arms found their way around him and pulled him closer. He slid one hand behind my back, pulling me tightly to him. My lips parted. His tongue explored. He tasted of whiskey, and it roused me. His movements became more urgent as my body stirred awake.

      The moment engulfed me. My tongue slipped along one of his fangs. The delicate touch drew not more than a drop of blood.

      He pulled back and turned away, muttering something I didn’t understand. His lips were like velvet and awakened need deep inside me. I ran my fingers over my lips. His lips on mine. I wanted it again, and I’d pay whatever price from my coven to have it.

      His hand slid around mine, and he dragged me to his shiny black Lamborghini. He opened the doors with a button on the key fob. I rolled my eyes.

      A slight smirk emerged on his face. Typical bloodsucker. His smug smile both irritated and amused me.

      “I could stake you,” I said under my breath, pressing my lips together to hide my smile. He spun around in front of me, still grinning. I shouldn’t trust him. My training said not to trust him, but something inside me said I could. It overrode everything.

      “But you won’t.” He opened the door, and with an extended hand, guided me into the seat.

      I crossed my arms across my chest, creating an invisible barrier to close off what I knew would never happen. Couldn’t ever happen.

      He coaxed my hand free, breaking the invisible barrier between us. His fingers pressed against mine in a soft squeeze.

      I studied our entwined fingers. They fit together. A small flash of memory came to me. I tried to focus in on it, but my head pounded.

      “You’re going to need to tell me where you live.” The quiet, controlled sound of his voice made me wonder if he struggled not to take my blood after such a small taste.

      “Sorry. I’m a couple of blocks away. Turn right at the next light.” He shot me a quick glance. My chest tightened a little. I’d never brought a vampire home before. “My building is on the right. There.” I pointed to the turnaround in front of my high rise. He didn’t say a word as we pulled up. Just walk away, Brie. You’re letting him live. Leave it at that. But that kiss…

      “Well, thanks for the ride home.” I reached for the handle to open the crazy door. Nicholas squeezed my hand, drawing my attention.

      “Brie, I’d like to see you again, but I’m not sure it is a good idea.” He looked from my hand to my eyes, and we shared the powerful connection again. My heart quickened each time our eyes locked, and I wanted to stay in the moment forever. I could see good and truth in him, even if he didn’t have an aura. My urge to lean over to kiss him was hard to ignore. I sighed as I blinked away the closeness.

      “Nick, I’m a witch, and you’re a vampire. We are natural enemies, and to most humans, we don’t even exist. No one from either of our kind would believe we spent the evening together without one of us killing the other. I know it’s not a good idea for us to see each other again,” I said before I lost courage because, despite my training, I wanted nothing more than to spend every possible second with him. He released my hand.

      I stepped out of the car without either of us saying another word and turned around, expecting to see him drive away. Instead, he took several determined steps toward me and placed both hands on either side of my face. His ardent goodbye kiss wandered through my body, finding its way to my most private areas. He made no move to stop, even with the doorman as the audience. My entire body tingled awake.

      He broke the kiss and left me breathless as he walked to his car without a word. I shielded my eyes from the sunrise. Rooted in the driveway, I watched him drive away, wondering if I would ever see him again. He faded into the horizon. Only then did the fine linen card in my hand with his contact information come into focus. A witch, especially a hunter, cannot be with a vampire. Period.  I promised myself not to contact Nick, no matter how much I wanted him.
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      The blessing of a birthday was more of a curse the day after, and even though this one had come almost a full day early, like an unwanted period, the effect was the same.

      Late morning sun beamed through the window. Unable to blot out the light, I gave up on my resolution to sleep till noon and swung my legs over the side of the bed. The warmth stirred memories of last night, but my toes curled against the cold floor. I pushed upright off the bed, and my head ached in retaliation. The two shots of vodka at the bar couldn’t take the blame for this hangover. The power surge through my body and the new gifts it bestowed deserved all the credit. On my seventeenth birthday, I gained the ability to see auras. Can’t wait to see what it brought this time.

      I rubbed my neck on the way to the bathroom. The side of the tub served as a seat while I started the water. Steam billowed through the room, and I watched my reflection disappear in the mirror. One dropper from the vial on the back of the tub provided wafts of lavender. The water caused my skin to flush, and I had to ease into it. My toes reached the controls and turned on the jets. The soft fragrance and healing waters coaxed me into relaxation mode.

      As my body mellowed, the night’s events played like snapshots in my mind. Nicholas’ good looks made him attractive, even by vamp standards, but he was still a vampire. I chalked the enchantment between us up to the weirdness surrounding my twenty-seventh birthday, but the urge to trust him took it to the next level. His card taunted me from the vanity chair it fell on when I changed clothes earlier. Water trailed from my arm when I grabbed it from its resting spot. My eyes studied the simple print. Just his name and telephone number. A calling card.

      “Why am I even contemplating this? I’m not calling you, Nick.”

      The corner of the card softened where my damp fingers held it. I flung it across the room. A pang of regret tapped on my heart, and I held up my hand to guide the card down on the counter. My eyes closed tight to block out the world. The more I tried to forget last night, the more I wanted to pick up the phone.

      “Ugh.” I dunked my head under the water. Grandmother. I’m supposed to go see her today. How am I going to face grandmother and her all-knowing self?
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        * * *

      

      The familiar scent of sugar cookies and bacon wafted through the air at Grandmother’s house. She cooked for an army, whether there were two or two hundred people there. I hugged her tight as I stepped inside her home, scoping out the delicious food.

      “Happy Birthday,” she pulled back and studied me.

      “Thank you.” I smiled.

      “Brie, you look tired. You know how important it is to rest up for this birthday. I would have given you the potions to help.” She took my arm and guided me to the table. “I’ll give you some for the event tonight.

      Brandon thought I favored her. She and I were the same height and close in build, but her hair was dark versus my blonde. She had a silver streak in the front, and it had grown over the last few years. Of course, my current shade of pink hair color didn’t exactly fit into the family tree, but it worked for the clubs I frequented as a hunter. My hairstylist tried to talk me out of the pink, but I liked it.

      “The transformation came early,” I said. “It happened last night. And the potions mask more than the pain.”

      “Early?” She raised one brow. “For both you and Brandon?”

      “I haven’t talked to him yet,” I said. “I went out in the city alone, and it hit me when I left the club.”

      I regretted saying it, knowing I should tell her about Nicholas, but not ready to let my secret go.

      “What is the new strength you were blessed with?” She placed a plate of fresh bacon next to the toast and boiled eggs already on the table. The greasy aroma of the bacon filled the kitchen.

      “I have no idea. I haven’t figured it out yet.” Ten years ago, the strength showed itself right away, and this time it remained hidden. It frightened me a little. It was always a seven birthday. No exceptions. “Maybe it just strengthened one of the existing powers.”

      She folded her hands in her lap. “I doubt it. That’s not how it works for you. You need to meditate, and then it will come to you.”

      Her advice tended to come from a vision which made me curious if she knew the transformation would happen ahead of schedule. “Something is different about you.” She studied me. Her hand rested on the side of my face. “You’ve met someone, Brie Danforth.”

      Fuck. I knew I wouldn’t be able to hide it from her. My cheeks burned at her revelation.

      “Ah. He’s special to you.”

      I let out a nervous bark of laughter. “Attracted. Infatuated maybe. It’s not going anywhere.” My attention returned to my breakfast. Please let it go.

      “Who is it, Brie? Something seems out of kilter with you. Is he human?” With her gaze soft, she studied me.

      “It’s no one. I ran into a guy last night while I hunted.” And the allure of him was incredible. Not like anything I’ve ever experienced. I’d never lied to her, and it wasn’t a total lie. She wouldn’t hand me over to council for kissing a vampire, but she would be disappointed.

      “May I?” She held her hands out for me. Any efforts to tell her no were futile.

      I built a mental wall around Nick’s identity, what little I knew from our brief time, and set my fork down and placed my hands in hers. Grandmother’s soft hands cradled mine.

      Her eyes closed as she concentrated. “This attraction confuses you.”

      No shit.

      “You are in danger, granddaughter,” she said, her voice anxious. “A powerful vampire seeks you out. Who is this stranger from last night? I cannot quite see his face.” As she probed, energy churned in my body.

      “Grandmother, please stop. I’m going to surge.” I pulled my hands back, but she refused to let go.

      “I need a moment longer,” she said. I yanked my hands. She squeezed her hands around mine until my fingers meshed together.

      “Grandmother—" I couldn’t stop it. My body sent a jolt out to her. She drew back.

      Tears pricked my eyes. I didn’t want to hurt her. Damn uncontrollable defense mechanism. I reached for her hands, but she rubbed them together.

      “He is the vampire!” Disgust in her voice, she pressed her thumb to one of her palms and then the other.

      “Sorry about the shock. I tried to stop it, but you know I can’t always control it. Yes, the guy I met last night is a vampire.” No need to deny it now. She’d been in my head. It felt like a hemorrhage to say it out loud, broken and leaking.

      “You were drawn to this vampire?” Both her eyebrows shot up.

      “Yes, and he is to me. I never surged when he held my hand or-” My voice trailed off before I divulged the kissing or that I was at his apartment and rode home in his car.

      “Brie, tell me about last night.” She studied me, her face harder than before. Disappointment. Mother had the same look.

      I blushed at the memories. So embarrassing. I never really talked to her about my love life. Not that there was much of one to talk about the last few years.

      “I was scanning the room for vampires. When my eyes met his, I couldn’t move. It was like it entranced us with each other. He thought I cast a spell on him, which I hadn’t. I didn’t even realize he was a vampire. Not until he had the expression cross his face they get when they’re hungry.” I stopped there, not wanting to divulge the intimacy of the attraction. I needed to know what it was before I let it seep out to anyone else.

      “There is something more here. You know you are more powerful than the average witch.” She pursed her lips.

      She and the coven tended to forget my twin and our bond. The irritation oozed into my voice. “We are. Brandon and I.”

      “No, you are, Brie. Brandon is strong, but his strength comes from his tie to you. You’re the one who possesses the bulk of the power, and it’s why this vampire is drawn to you instead of fleeing. The power draws vampires like a moth to a flame.” Her voice, full of concern, delivered a clear warning. She paused, getting up to stand behind me. Her hands rested on my shoulders. Even after my body’s reaction, she still trusted me. My eyes burned, and I placed a hand over hers. “Stay away from him. He brings unequaled danger to you.”

      A vampire meant danger, but my head and my heart conflicted over Nick. I’d resolved to not see him again, but I didn’t believe he would hurt me.

      “Not a problem. I have no intention of calling him.” The words were meant to convince me, though the words sounded less confident. I touched my chest against the pang at the thought of not seeing Nicholas again, and I wondered if it affected him the same way.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and my twin sense told me Brandon waited on the other end before I even looked at the display. Grateful for his timing, I punched the button to answer. “Hey.”

      “What is going on with you? I woke up from a glorious dream with the sensation you are in pain,” he said, his voice groggy with sleep.

      “Ewww. I’m at Grandmother’s house. She wanted to make sure I felt ok after last night, and I accidentally shocked her.” I winced a little at the thought.

      “Really?” He sounded skeptical. “It seemed a lot worse than a little jolt, and I thought you were fine when we talked last night.”

      Damn it. His twin sense worked overtime these days. He’d probably try to track Nick down like he did the warlock I dated, loose use of the term, our senior year. Poor dude.

      “It’s all good, brother. How are you this morning?”

      “I’m fine. I’m a little tired from the partying last night, but I’ll be ready to do it again tonight." He laughed. The transformation, always worse for me, left me weak. A good night’s sleep and he returned to normal. It exhausted me well into the next day, whether or not I slept. Could grandmother be right about our powers?

      "That was weird getting the transformation a day before our birthday,” I said. “Do you know what you got yet?”

      “What are you talking about? I didn’t have a transformation last night.” The line was quiet. “Was that what happened when I called you? You should have told me. I would have come and got you.”

      “No, it was after that. I’m surprised you didn’t feel it,” I said. “And I had help.”

      “Help?” He laughed. “Did you finally get a man? Do I need to kick his ass?”

      “No, nothing like that.” I rolled my eyes. “Do you want to hunt tonight?” I asked, desperate to change the subject to something less awkward. Hunting made me strong and in control.

      “What’s gotten into you, sis? Go out and have some fun. We’re young. We don’t always have to hunt,” he said, his yawn audible over the phone.

      “Are you telling me to get a life? And you’d be right.” I would hunt on my own like I did most of the time as of late.

      “I’m going back to bed. Love ya, sis.”

      “Love you too,” I said.

      Grandmother watched me hang up the phone.

      “He sensed something else, more than the little shock you gave me.” She looked at me down the bridge of her nose. “You need to go meditate.”

      I gave in and walked to the meditation room. The quiet contemplation often brought insight, but the revelations from it might not be what I expected, and going in with an unclear head made it harder to discern.
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        * * *

      

      I came around from meditation to a lightness I hadn’t felt before. The music came into focus, and I opened my eyes. My head was about a foot from the ceiling. Levitation. I dropped to the mat below with a hard thud. “Umph.” What the actual fuck. I don’t even know of any witches who can levitate.

      Grandmother hovered outside the door. Her shadow passed back and forth in the space at the bottom. Confusion bubbled around me. I had no more answers about Nick than when I walked into the meditation room. I still didn’t understand why I developed this attraction to Nick, but I found it difficult to focus my thoughts on anything else. The familiarity of him came in waves as if I had known him my whole life. The only time any vampires got close enough to me to remember was a time when my stubbornness and rebellious tendencies led me down a dark path of self-hatred. I wanted to forget those years, but they reminded me of where I never wanted to go again. Nick’s actions differed from other vampires. He acted in kindness. Almost human. Almost familiar.

      I tried to focus on what was familiar about Nick, but the strange light-headedness came over me like it had several times since we met. Pain mixed with trust, mixed with recognition. But I don’t know him. So why do I feel like I do, damn it?

      Grandmother’s steps took her away from the door of the meditation room. Strength to reach for the doorknob eluded me as long as she paced. I reached for the knob. The door opened in silence. Her footsteps softened as they carried her to the living room. I inhaled several deep breaths and contemplated dashing out the back door to avoid talking about it. Grandmother deserved more respect than that. My courage gathered I followed her. She sat on the couch with her hands clasped in her lap.

      “Well, let’s talk about the time spent in introspection.” She unwound her hands and patted the seat next to
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