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  Chapter 1
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The smell of sweat, alcohol, and blood permeated the air as my team and I entered the backroom of a seedy club in Providence. The darkness was oppressive, but our vampire senses easily cut through the gloom. Prince Ladinas, Muggs, Antoine, Alice, and Mel followed closely behind me, ready for anything. 
“Showtime,” I declared, preparing myself for the confrontation ahead. We’d tracked a gang of youngling vampires here, and it was time to put an end to their reckless killing spree.
The city was swarming with baby vamps. Ever since I was possessed by Oblivion—an ancient gatekeeper dragon born of the void who desired one thing: chaos. And that’s what he got. Everyone I’d killed while under his influence turned. Oblivion put a part of himself in each of them, or strategically in a few, and those I killed and turned kept the tradition going. The more people my “oops baby” vamps bit, the more there were. At first we’d thought there were only a couple dozen younglings left from my days under the dragon’s thrall. Come to find out, there were a couple hundred, at least. 
The younglings huddled together like cornered rats, their eyes wide with fear and defiance. I stepped forward, trying to exude an air of authority that would hopefully make them more amenable to reason. They didn’t know who I was, that I was the favored progeny of the original vampire. They didn’t know that for most of our kind, I was a kind of royalty. They awoke into our world without a roadmap, without a guide to show them the way. That’s why I was there. But first, I had to command their respect. 
“Listen up,” I said, my voice echoing through the cramped space. “I know you’re scared. You’ve been running wild, killing too many people, and now we’re here to help. We don’t have to be enemies.”
I focused on the sire bond I shared with some of them, attempting to exert my influence over them, but even those I’d killed weren’t easily managed. Something about Oblivion possessing them even as he possessed me diminished the efficacy of the bond. “Come with us. We can help you gain control over your cravings, teach you how to survive without causing so much destruction. It’s not your fault you’ve hurt people. It was your nature. But if you don’t get it under control, there are hunters who will come for you, and vampires who aren’t as patient as I am who will eliminate you to protect our secret. But it doesn’t have to come to that. We can help. We can be the masters of our nature rather than its slaves.”
A young female vampire with short blond and pink hair, piercings decorating her face like tiny stars, sneered at me and stepped forward. She was clearly their leader, or at least had appointed herself as such.
“Fuck, where are my manners?” she said sarcastically, making a show of curtsying. “I’m Jinx, by the way. And what’s your name, my liege?”
“Mercy Brown,” I replied, gritting my teeth against the mockery in her voice.
“Ah, yes. Mercy Brown,” she drawled, rolling her eyes. “Well, your highness, I’ve got news for you.” Her eyes narrowed, and with a wicked grin, she spat in my face. “Fuck off.”
I saw red. For a moment, the rage threatened to overwhelm me. How dare this insolent child mock me so openly? I was ready to tear her apart, to show her what true power looked like.
But then I felt Muggs’ steadying hand on my shoulder. “Don’t,” he murmured. “She’s one of Oblivion’s victims. This isn’t her fault.” 
I took a deep breath, willing my fury to subside. He was right, of course. I couldn’t blame them for what Oblivion did to them. 
Ladinas stepped forward, regarding the younglings coldly. “The choice before you is simple. Come with us, and we’ll help you adapt to your new existence. Or stay and face the consequences.”
Jinx laughed harshly. “Is that a threat? Who are you, anyway? Mercy’s lapdog?” 
I clenched my fists. “I have a dog. His name is Goliath, adopted straight out of hell. Vampires are his kibble. I could always introduce you to him if you’d like... but that’s Prince Ladinas.”
“A prince? What the fuck?” Jinx rolled her eyes. “We’re not interested in your little offer. What’s the point of being so powerful if we have to bend our knees to pretend royalty?” 
The other younglings hissed and shouted in agreement and amusement. Ladinas’ eyes narrowed, but he didn’t rise to the bait. “I’m not asking you to become subjects. Only to follow our guidance, our lead, until you learn how to resist your urges.” 
“Urges? We aren’t slaves to our urges. This is freedom. This is power!” Jinx declared. “Let’s just get this over with.”
Jinx dove at me with more speed than I’d expected, given her age. She went straight for my throat, but I dodged just in time, grabbing her from behind and slamming her to the ground. 
“Big mistake, little bitch.”
But she blasted back to her feet, defying my strength with a force she shouldn’t have had. Why the hell was she so strong? Usually vampires got stronger and faster with age. Sort of the opposite of how human aging worked. But this little girl was moving like a five-hundred-year-old vamp with tactical training to boot. 
Maybe she wasn’t one of the younglings after all. But who the hell was she? Any vampire old enough to be that strong would be someone Ladinas or I would know. But we’d never seen her before. 
She came back at me with a rage in her eyes that sent chills down my spine. 
I engaged Jinx head-on, my fists a blur of motion as I aimed for her jaw, ribs, anywhere that would slow her down. She ducked and weaved with impressive agility, her piercing-riddled face twisted into a sinister grin.
“You think you’re tough, don’t you?” she taunted, effortlessly dodging my punches.
I snarled and lunged at her, tackling her to the ground. We wrestled and rolled on the grimy floor, neither of us gaining the upper hand.
Meanwhile, the rest of the younglings sprang into action, going after my team like rabid raccoons. 
Ladinas swiftly fired a volley of bolts from his crossbow, felling two vampires immediately. Guns cracked as Antoine and Mel began picking off targets with ruthless efficiency. Muggs wove his natural magics from the glowing green tip of his staff, roots from trees surrounding the building bursting from the concrete to entangle some of the younglings. 
Restrained by Mugg’s roots, Antoine and Mel fired wooden bullets into their chests. 
But I barely noticed. This punk rock wannabe bloodsucker was all I could handle. For a moment, somehow, Jinx got the upper hand, nearly pinning me to the ground before I delivered a knee to her gut, then kicked her off of me. Scrambling to my feet, I raised my wand, casting an enervation down toward the bitch, but she rolled away so damn fast I missed. 
Alice blurred around me with lethal grace, her katanas flashing as she relieved one youngling after another of their heads. I could have asked for help, but come on. I should have been able to handle this little girl, no problem. If I couldn’t handle Jinx alone… well… let’s just say that would seriously compromise my reputation. 
Within minutes, half their number were dead or staked. At least the others weren’t as big a challenge as Jinx. Just as I thought I’d had the upper hand, she slipped around me, pushed me against the wall, and darted toward the exit.  
“Enough of this shit!” Jinx yelled. “Let’s get the fuck out of here!” 
I blasted across the room with all my speed. I couldn’t let Jinx get away, but the goddamn minx slipped out of my grip. The rest of the vampires turned and fled with her into the night. I started after them, but Mel grabbed my arm.
“We should let them go,” she breathed. “We’ve done enough damage here tonight. If you want to save any of them, this isn’t the way. We can’t beat them into obedience.”
I clenched my fists. Mel was right. If we went after them, this was only going to end one way. I didn’t want these vampires dead and gone. I owed them a chance, a shot, to do immortality right. 
I surveyed the carnage, anger and frustration churning in my gut. Half a dozen young vampires lay staked on the floor, their undead lives suspended. A few more had lost their heads at the swift edge of Alice’s blades. 
“We need to take the staked back to the Underground,” I said, nodding at the staked vampires. “We can revive them. Once they’ve cooled off, maybe we can help them get control of their bloodlust.”
Ladinas let out a derisive snort. “Don’t be foolish, Mercy. They’ve given themselves over to their baser natures. The beast has consumed them.” His eyes were cold, remorseless. “It would be a mercy to end them now.”
I bristled, glaring at him. “Who the hell are you to decide their fates? We have a responsibility to at least try to save them!” 
Ladinas met my gaze evenly. “I’ve seen this too many times. They are too far gone, warped by the blood and their descent into hell. There is no coming back from that.”
“Bullshit,” I spat. “I came back from it, didn’t I? After what Oblivion did to me? If I can claw my way out of that pit, then so can they.” 
I knelt down next to a young vampire, brushing pink and blue hair away from her pale face. She looked so small and fragile with that stake buried in her chest. She wasn’t one of my victims. But one of the vampires I’d killed had killed this girl in turn. 
Yeah, we beat Oblivion. But the mess he left in his wake mirrored the void-dragon’s essence. Pure chaos. 
“We have to try,” I said softly. I would not give up on them. I couldn’t. They deserved that much.
Alice cleared her throat. “Come on, Mercy. Let’s not pretend there wasn’t some part of you that enjoyed what Oblivion made you do. It’s our nature. You’ve had a century and a half to learn better, to fight your cravings. These younglings, under his influence, without a sire to guide them? What did you expect they’d become?”
I rounded on her, anger flaring hotly in my chest. “Fuck you, Alice. You have no idea what it was like, what he put me through.” I bared my fangs, hands clenching into fists. “Yeah, no shit, I’m a vampire. We all have that hunger within us. But I didn’t choose what happened, what he forced me to do.”
Alice held up her hands in mock surrender, though her eyes still glinted with provocation. I could cheerfully strangle her sometimes. 
“It’s not your fault,” Ladinas said. “Oblivion corrupted them. But you want to save them because you feel guilty for what he made you do. I get it, but these vamps are a lost cause.” 
Taking a deep, unnecessary breath, I reined in my anger. “This has nothing to do with guilt,” I said evenly. “I refuse to abandon them to death or madness. If there’s any chance we can pull them back from the brink, we have to take it.”
I stared Ladinas down, daring him to contradict me again. He met my gaze steadily, though I thought I detected a flicker of doubt in his eyes. 
“Even if we could save them, how many more might die at their hands in the meantime?” he asked quietly. “I’ve seen this too many times. Situations like this demand swift action. If we offer them patience, we won’t just pay for it, dozens of innocent people will as well.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but Antoine stepped forward, raising a placating hand. 
“Perhaps a compromise?” he suggested. “If we take these for interrogation, they may provide information about other youngling gangs. We could prevent further attacks.”
I considered this, then nodded. It wasn’t ideal, but better than executing them all. It gave me a chance, at least, to reach them and prove that they weren’t beyond redemption.
Ladinas sighed. “Very well. We’ll keep two alive for now.” He turned to Antoine. “Burn the hearts of the others.”
“No!” I moved to block Antoine’s path, fangs bared. “I won’t let you slaughter them.”
Ladinas grabbed my arm. “Stand down, Mercy. I made my decision.”
With a snarl, I shook him off. We stood toe-to-toe, tension crackling. “Who died and made you king?” 
Ladinas shook his head. “You have to regain the trust of the team, Mercy. After what happened... surely it’s best I call the shots for now.” 
“You just told me it wasn’t my fault. It was Oblivion’s influence. Bottom line, you don’t trust me.” 
“Use your head, Mercy. You’ve been a vampire long enough to know what I’m saying is true. Leaving these younglings alive is too risky. We have to eliminate them.” 
I was seriously considering punching that arrogant scowl off his face when Mel jumped between us.
“Please! This solves nothing.” She looked pleadingly from me to Ladinas. “Mercy, let’s just go and cool down. No one’s burned out any hearts yet and they can stay staked while you two sort out your shit.”
I hesitated, then stepped back with a frustrated growl. As much as I wanted to tear into Ladinas, getting into a brawl wouldn’t help matters. 
“Fine,” I bit out. “Do what you want. I’m going for a walk.”
Before Ladinas could object, I spun on my heel and stalked out alone into the night. I needed to cool off before I did something I’d regret.
I strode down the empty street, fuming. How dare Ladinas undermine me like that? Questioning my judgement, countermanding my orders... the nerve! Just because I’d killed a few dozen folks under a dragon’s influence didn’t mean I’d lost control. Oblivion was gone and I was back. I was the bloody queen! I was still the rightful leader of this team.
My temper simmered as I stalked along, hands clenched. I should just head back there and put Ladinas in his place. Remind him who was really in charge. He was older than me, but being a direct descendant of Niccolo the Damned, I was just as strong. With my magic, I could take him in a fight. No question.
I was halfway down the block when footsteps approached behind me. I whirled, a snarl on my lips, then relaxed as I recognized Mel and Muggs.
“Mercy, wait up,” Mel called, jogging to catch me. “We just want to talk.”
I crossed my arms. “I told you, I need some space.” 
“We know,” Muggs said gently, his blind eyes staring right through me like x-rays, as if he could see everything going on beneath the surface. “But you shouldn’t be alone right now. Not when you’re upset.”
I scowled, even as I knew they were right. I was balanced on a knife’s edge. One wrong move and I could spiral out of control. And this time, I wouldn’t have a dragon to blame. 
“Fine,” I sighed. “You can tag along for now. But no lectures, got it?”
They exchanged relieved looks. “Got it,” Mel smiled. “Let’s just take a quiet walk. Clear our heads.”
I nodded, gesturing for them to follow. I didn’t know where I was heading. But the idea of going back to the Underground with Ladinas and Alice was suffocating. Ladinas said he wouldn’t kill the vampires yet. There was no rush. So long as they were staked, or had wooden bullets lodged in their hearts, they were as good as dead. They weren’t a threat. Somehow I needed to prove that these younglings weren’t beyond saving, that they had a chance. But deep down I knew Ladinas had a point. Once a youngling heads down a bloodthirsty path very few ever come back from it. That didn’t mean it was impossible, or that I shouldn’t try. Maybe it was my guilt at work, a futile attempt to make up for what I screwed up. Introspection has never been my strong suit. But I had to believe that redemption was possible—that it was never out of reach. 
Sebastian believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself. A hunter, of all people, had intervened and pulled me from the precipice. Now it was my turn to save these vampires—even that bitch, Jinx. Even if they didn’t want to be saved. 






  
  Chapter 2
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The garish Christmas lights assaulted my eyes as we strolled down the cobblestone streets of Federal Hill. Carolers crooned off-key renditions of Jingle Bells, their voices grating against my eardrums. I longed to rip their hymnals from their grubby mittened hands and chuck them into the icy waters of the Providence River. This holiday pageantry was nothing but a façade, a glittery mask that people wore to cover up their dissatisfaction with the other three-hundred-and-sixty-four days of the year.   
Mel, of course, was enraptured. She oohed and aahed over each tacky lawn ornament and blow-up reindeer we passed, her youthful enthusiasm a foil to my jadedness. I fought the urge to roll my eyes. 
Then she let out an excited gasp, grabbing my arm with such force that had I been human, she might have snapped my limb clean off. I followed her gaze to a line of snot-nosed children and harried parents queued up outside a shop. At the front, seated atop a gold velvet throne, was the main attraction—Santa Claus himself. 
"Mercy, Mercy! Can we go see Santa? Please?" Mel begged, practically bouncing up and down with anticipation.
I fixed Mel with an icy stare. "You do realize that's not actually Santa, right? That's just some sad sack who couldn't hold a year-round job, so he's reduced to letting brats drool on his lap for minimum wage once a year."
Mel's face fell. "But I always tell Santa what I want for Christmas! It's a tradition!"
I scoffed. "You're a grown ass woman, not to mention a vampire. He's not going to give you shit for Christmas, except maybe a boner when you plop your ass down on his lap. Don't be a ho-ho-ho..."
Muggs, who'd been silent until now, chimed in. "Oh, let the girl have some fun, Mercy. You're such a Scrooge." 
Before I could retort, he scampered off, his heightened sense of hearing guiding him unerringly toward the Santa line. With a pleading glance at me, Mel hurried after him.
I rolled my eyes again, but followed them over to indulge Mel's childish fantasy. As I watched the progression, my lips curled in a smirk. Muggs plopped himself down on Santa's lap, and I could see the old man's eyes bulge in dismay at having an elderly blind geezer perched on his thighs. 
With my vampire hearing, I picked up on their conversation.
"Ho ho ho!" Santa exclaimed with obviously forced jolliness. "And what do you want for Christmas, um... little boy?"
Muggs leaned in close, his cloudy eyes peering sightlessly as he whispered his request. "I'd like a nice young lad, preferably with B positive blood, hold the hepatitis and the AIDS." 
Santa recoiled, his bushy white eyebrows shooting up in shock. I had to stifle a laugh. This was even better than I'd hoped.
Before the traumatized Santa could eject Muggs from his lap, Mel bounced up with a wide grin on her youthful face. "My turn!" she sang out.
Santa's demeanor changed instantly when Mel settled onto his thighs. His eyes roved over her appreciatively and he gave her a squeeze, chuckling with far more authenticity. "Well, hello there, little girl! Have you been naughty or nice this year?"
Fucking creep. I rolled my eyes. 
Oblivious to his leering tone, Mel launched into her wish list. "For Christmas I want a new PlayStation 5, some designer shoes, because a girl can never have too many shoes… Oh! And a pet penguin!" 
I shook my head, smirking. Looked like Santa was getting a bit more Yuletide cheer than he'd bargained for. As I watched the pathetic scene unfold, a flashing sign across the street suddenly caught my eye.
I turned and noticed a small storefront that I could have sworn wasn't lit up before. It was as if it had just opened up for business. Strange considering it was nine o'clock and most of the shops on this street were closing down.
The sign over the door blinked erratically, spelling out "The Peddler" in glowing red and gold lights. I frowned. Despite the holiday decorations covering the exterior, this place gave me an uneasy vibe that I couldn't quite place. 
Curiosity won out over caution, and I decided to investigate while Mel and Muggs were distracted. I crossed the street, my boots crunching on the salt-strewn sidewalk as I approached the peculiar shop.
A bell jingled overhead as I stepped inside, greeted by the cloying scents of cloves and aged paper. The lighting was dim; the shop illuminated only by a few weak bulbs and candles flickering on the shelves. As my eyes adjusted, I could make out the shop's wares—a cluttered and quaint collection of antiques, trinkets, and other arcane objects. 
Many of them looked to be Christmas-themed, reminiscent of decor from decades past. Tarnished bells, faded tinsel garlands, and retro glass ornaments that would have been in style back when I was still human. Before I could study anything further, a gravelly voice spoke up from the shadows.
"Welcome, Mercy. I've been expecting you."
I whirled around to find the source of the voice, my muscles tensing instinctively. Behind the counter stood an old man watching me with keen interest. He had bushy gray eyebrows, a hooked nose, and a hunched back. His nametag simply read "The Peddler."
"Who are you?" I demanded. "How do you know my name?"
The Peddler smiled, the corners of his mouth nearly reaching his eyes. "Well, it's what I do. Call it my business. I know many things—especially concerning those touched by the craft."
I narrowed my eyes. Either this guy was psychic, or he wasn't entirely human himself. "What's that supposed to mean?"
"It means I have something that might help you, Mercy Brown." The Peddler reached below the counter and produced an ornate oil lamp etched with strange symbols. "A token to mend bridges. That's what you desire the most, is it not, to fix what's been broken?"
I snorted
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