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      Dear reader,

      If you are new to the Clayridge world, I’ve provided a names and places guide and a summary of the Clayridge books to date.

      I highly recommend reading The Siren and the Water Witch and The Siren and the Hellhound books before reading Blood Lust and Black Magic. If you haven’t read those books yet, you won’t be lost in this story, but those stories overlap with this one and will further enrich your experience with this book.

      In the Clayridge world, book one is Love Spells, Full Moons, and Silver Bullets. It’s not necessary to read it before Blood Lust and Black Magic, but if you enjoy this story, you may want to double back and immerse yourself in Quinn and Ian’s journey.

      

      Trigger Warning:

      For those that appreciate a bit of warning before reading, you can expect to find the following within this story:

      Human sacrifice, gore, violence, sexual assault, rape (both on and off-page), murder (both on and off-page), explicit love scenes, drug use, lots of fight and battle scenes, off-page death of a parent, torture, kidnapping, and consumption of human blood.

    

  


  
    
      To Mr. Ballantyne,

      I spent my elementary and high school days being thought of as a “teacher’s pet” when, in actuality, I wasn’t any teacher’s favorite at all. It was very rare for teachers to connect with me. I was well-behaved, and therefore, there was no need to worry about me.

      I’m glad I took that “victory lap” after Grade Twelve; otherwise, I may have never found you.

      You took an interest in me. You saw me for who I really was and talked to me about my passion—writing.

      I hope you’ve had the opportunity to publish as well. I remember you wanted to be an author, too.

      I know you continue to teach, and I understand how difficult a job that is. On days when you may question if you’re making a difference, know that you do and that you have.

      You saw me when no one else seemed to.

      Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NAMES & PLACES GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Castor, Linwood, Ash, Norris, Stoker, Oak, Royce: The first vampires. Their names represent the vampire clans.

      

      Blood Lust and Black Magic:

      Rowan Mallor: MMC of Blood Lust and Black Magic. Professor of defensive magic at the Barrett Academy.

      Celeste: Rowan’s familiar. She’s a white cat and Lucifer’s lover.

      Wyn Sanderson: Rowan’s daughter. She’s a half-blood witch and a captor of Nixon Castor.

      Scarlett Sanderson: Wyn’s mother. Deceased.

      Yvette ‘Evee’ Barrett: MFC of Blood Lust and Black Magic. Professor of Offense Magic, Fire Force, and self-defense. Headmaster’s daughter.

      Barrett Academy: A school for witches and half-blood witches. Attendance begins when a young witch turns twenty.

      Theodore Barrett: Owner and headmaster of the Barrett Academy.

      Draco: Evee’s familiar. He’s a hawk.

      Kano: Theodore Barrett’s familiar. He’s a great horned owl.

      Quinn: The MFC of Love Spells, Blood Lust and Black Magic. She’s friends with Rowan and Evee.

      Ian: The MMC of Love Spells, Blood Lust and Black Magic. He’s a mortal.

      Lucifer: Quinn’s familiar. He’s a black cat and Celeste’s lover.

      Ezra Graves: Star pupil at Barrett Academy. Half-blood witch with specialties in water and flight.

      Tiberius: Ezra’s familiar. He’s an octopus.

      Atticus Foxwood: Friend of Ezra’s. His sister (Willow Foxwood) has gone missing. He specializes in transformation magic but is apprenticing with the defensive magic professor.

      Q-Tip: Atticus’ familiar. He’s a skunk.

      Waylon: A rather callous friend of Ezra and Atticus.

      Zoey Hill: Student at the Barrett Academy. Ezra’s rival. Evee’s apprentice.

      Willow Foxwood: Atticus’ younger sister. She is one of the missing students. Her talent is spiritual magic.

      Hickory Wright: A fire witch and missing student from the academy.

      Dru Meriwether: A wind witch and missing student from the academy.

      Birk Chrome: An earth witch and missing student from the academy.

      Dorothy (Dot) Helem: A healing witch and missing student from the academy.

      Olivia Hall: Student in Rowan’s first-year class. A short story, Claimed by her Naga Bodyguard, is currently available, featuring Olivia and Kaa.

      Prince Kaa: A naga hired to be Olivia’s bodyguard. Prince of Shalhun.

      Shalhun: A foreign land in a very hot climate ruled by nagas.

      Professor Griffin Keeling: Coach for the Barrett Dodgers. Flying professor at the Barrett Academy.

      Junior Professor Ollie Dred: Assistant coach for the Barrett Dodgers.

      Professor Ingrid Botham: Transformation professor at the Barrett Academy.

      Professor Fortin: Staff member at the Barrett Academy.

      Professor Imp: Botany professor at Barrett Academy.

      Carrick: Gargoyle at the Barrett Academy. Head of night security.

      The Clayridge Fountain: The home of the sirens.

      The Barrett Dodgers: Barrett Academy’s flying team.

      The Guard: A militant police force made up of hellhounds.

      Misty: A siren who lives in the Clayridge Fountain.

      Marina: A siren who lives in the Clayridge Fountain.

      Elle Krammer: Granddaughter of Gilbert Krammer.

      Gilbert Krammer: One of the few witches that ever summoned a Reaper Demon.

      Lenox Castor: Nephew of Nixon Castor.

      Nixon Castor: A villainous vampire introduced in Love Spells, Full Moons, and Silver Bullets.

      Mono:  An incubus demon working for the Castor clan.

      The Main Vein: Blood bar where vampires and mortals can interact for safe blood play.

      The Four Chambers: An exclusive vampire club, mainly for members of the seven vampire clans.

      Oak’s Hollow: A city full of crime and death. Home to the worst vampires, demons, and monsters. Lots of mortal trafficking happens in Oak’s Hollow.

      Fernandez Stone: A hellhound and member of The Guard.

      Kinley Silvers: A hellhound and member of The Guard.

      Cherry: A hellhound formerly outcast but recently returned. Villian from The Siren and the Hellhound.

      Andric Norris: A deceased vampire who was put down by The Guard for being a serial killer. Also, Cherry’s lover.

      Diabolos Norris: Andric’s brother.

      Zora’s Chata: A shop run by a baba yaga.

      Bandrag: A dwarf who makes amazing weapons.

      Samael: A demon who is raping Willow.

      Brantley: A vampire working for Nixon.

      Vincent Castor: Nixon’s older brother and rival.

      Maverick Castor: Vincent’s son.

      Anders Castor: Lenox’s dad and Vincent and Nixon’s brother.

      Karyn Linwood: Decent of Linwood and leader of the Linwood clan.

      Aamon Linwood: Karyn Linwood’s oldest son.

      Tomas Linwood: Karyn Linwood’s youngest son.

      Samara Linwood: Karyn Linwood’s daughter.

      Indigo (Indie): Samara’s best friend. Indie is a succubus.

      Julianna: A witch. Friends with Quinn and Evee.

      Isla: A witch. Friends with Quinn and Evee.

      Draven: Former alpha of the werewolf pack. Descended.

      Alec: Alpha of the werewolf pack. Quinn’s former lover.

      Hayden: Beta of the werewolf pack.

      Eli: Member of the werewolf pack.

      Ward Chalmers: Rowan’s stepfather. A powerful member of the Witch’s Council.

      Murphy Prescott: Evee’s ex-boyfriend. A member of The Witch’s Council.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SUMMARY OF CLAYRIDGE SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      These summaries will contain spoilers. They are meant as a quick refresher for those reading the series in order or those who may not have read the previous books but would like more context.

      

      Love Spells, Full Moons, and Silver Bullets

      Ian Hannigan falls through a portal into the realm where Clayridge is based. He is immediately attacked by Samara Linwood (a vampire) and Draven (the werewolf alpha), along with his pack members. He fortunately stumbles onto Quinn’s (a witch) property. She saves him.

      He decides to stay with her for a year, after which she promises to get him back through the portal when it opens again. However, Draven quarrels with Quinn and wants to kill Ian for revenge.

      The story follows Quinn and Ian for a year as they fall in love. Ian has many opportunities to explore the Clayridge world, introducing the reader to multiple creatures and characters, including Alec. Alec is Draven’s beta and Quinn’s former lover.

      At the climax, Samara comes together with Ian to help save a mortal man she’s held captive for a year. Draven has kidnapped him and will accept Ian in exchange for Samara’s mortal. Alec switches sides and helps Ian. Rowan and Quinn appear to help protect Ian and fight off the werewolves.

      Not realizing Alec is trying to save Ian, Quinn uses a mage magic blast and almost kills Alec. She uses her healing power to help him recover. Alec then challenges Draven to lead the pack. Alec kills Draven and becomes the alpha.

      It is revealed that Quinn is pregnant.

      Throughout this story, we are also introduced to Rowan and become aware that he is involved with something potentially dangerous in Oak’s Hollow.

      

      The Siren and the Water Witch

      This story introduces Ezra Graves and the mystery of the disappearing half-witches.

      Ezra, sick of having to be perfect all the time, heads to the Clayridge Fountain to pay for a night with a siren. He meets Misty and spends the night with her.

      Hiding in the playground next to the fountain are Silas, Mono, and Lenox. It is revealed that they are going to kidnap Ezra. Lenox is less than thrilled with the plan, but he’s the face of the Castor Clan and is there to deal with The Guard should they encounter any problems.

      Lenox abandons Silas and Mono, planning to meet with them later, after the abduction, to help them leave the city. On his own, he goes to the fountain and meets the siren, Maria. He asks Maria for a large quantity of Frenzy in exchange for enough money that she won’t have to take a lover for a long time.

      The story is an HFN for Ezra and Misty, but also ends with a cliffhanger. Silas and Mono abduct Ezra. This plotline will continue in Blood Lust and Black Magic.

      

      The Siren and the Hellhound

      This story features Fernandez Stone (a hellhound) and Marina (a siren). They were both introduced in Love Spells, Full Moons, and Silver Bullets, and it was clear they were attracted to one another.

      Stone is a member of The Guard and, as a respected member of the community, doesn’t think he should be spending his time with a prostitute.

      Cherry, a former member of The Guard, is reinstated. She was kicked out of The Guard for helping a serial killer vampire named Andric. She’s been punished and has repented, and is now back in Clayridge. Stone and his friends (Kinley, Yandel, and Carlo) don’t trust her, and rightly so, as she is secretly planning their destruction.

      With Cherry’s horrendous actions forgiven, Stone decides to give in to his desire for Marina. He visits her for one night but then stays away.

      While he is gone, Marina tries to survive without taking another lover. During this time, Lenox approaches her for Frenzy, a drug that sirens secrete. After considering his proposal, she agrees and sells him a large quantity of the drug. They flirt and Lenox offers her companionship.

      Stone decides to return to Marina and wants her exclusively. She agrees, much to her mother’s disapproval.

      Meanwhile, Stone and his partner, Kinsley, investigate the Barrett Academy’s missing students. Their investigation leads them to the fountain and Misty.

      Stone ignores Marina when she tells him she has to talk to him about something urgent. Later, when he comes back in the evening, she’s mad at him for ignoring her when she may have vital information about the abductions.

      She recalls that Lenox propositioned her for the Frenzy on the same night that Ezra went missing. Stone reads her memories with his hellhound powers and discovers the man who purchased it was a Castor. Furious with one another, Stone parts ways.

      After speaking with his friend, he decides to forgive Marina and let her crime slip.

      They sign an exclusivity agreement, but her mother reminds them that prior to breeding season, the contract will need to be reviewed as Marina is expected to participate in the breeding season.

      

      Claimed by her Naga Bodyguard

      This story appears in Secret Identities: A Boys Behaving Badly Anthology.

      Olivia is a student at Barrett Academy, and against her better judgment, she and her friends leave the campus to dine in Clayridge. We meet her boyfriend via a video chat at the beginning of the story. She lies to him and tells him she’s staying on campus.

      Half-blood witches from the academy are going missing and it’s dangerous to leave campus.

      After dinner and window shopping, the four students go to the park for some star gazing. While there, they are attacked by Silas and Mono, and an unnamed oni demon.

      Out of the bushes comes a giant snake. It kills Silas and the oni, but before it can kill Mono, the hellhounds arrive to help, and Mono flees.

      The giant snake transforms, revealing itself to be Olivia’s boyfriend, Kaa.

      Surprised and angry at Kaa’s secret, Olivia confronts him. She discovers he is a paid assassin hired by her father to be her bodyguard. He is also the prince of Shalhun.

      The story concludes with Rowan meeting Kaa and asking him to help rescue the students.
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      So long ago, it’s more legend than history…

      Unease slid down her spine as Royce followed Oak, Ash, Norris, and Stoker through the trees. She dawdled, trailing behind as they made their way through the forest to the agreed-upon ceremonial site. Stumbling along, nausea crawled along her gut, making her lightheaded and weak.

      Part of her knew what they were about to do wasn’t right, but she knew better than to question Castor. She’d learned the hard way that any objection to his orders resulted in beatings and savage disciplinary action.

      Glancing ahead, she wondered if other coven members shared her fears about tonight’s ritual. Ash’s hood had fallen, revealing her bouncing ringlets, highlighted by moonlight. She turned, eyed Royce’s slow progress, and narrowed her gaze in warning, urging her to make haste.

      If Norris or Stoker realized how she delayed, they wouldn’t hesitate to tell Castor. Likely, they’d trip over each other to tattle, hoping Castor would let one of them be her punisher.

      Quickening her pace, careful to watch the ground for raised tree roots, she picked her way through the woods. Unfortunately, she wasn’t fast enough.

      Stoker turned, his glare sending chills down her spine. “Royce, being late is not an option.”

      “Sorry, I tripped,” she lied.

      “Do you need me to come back there and help you?” His tone bespoke his frustration, but the gleam in his eyes made her hurry. If he joined her, his hands would be all over her body as he helped her. They’d be even later, and she just knew he’d blame their tardiness on her.

      As much as she feared Stoker, Castor was worse, and tonight was important. She didn’t want to learn what he’d deem an appropriate punishment for disrupting his timeline this evening.

      When she closed the gap between her and the group, proving his assistance was unnecessary, Stoker grunted before turning and leading them once again.

      Her relieved breath was inaudible. She’d learned many moons ago that any sense of relief only spurred them on.

      Oak slowed, keeping pace with her. He gave her a reassuring smile, his warm brown eyes coaxing a brief smile from her. After ensuring Norris and Stoker’s focus was on the inclined terrain, Oak reached over and squeezed her fingers. “This is going to be so good for all of us, Royce. You’ll see.”

      She grinned back until he dropped her hand, adjusted his robe, and hurried ahead once more. Sighing, Royce knew she was the only one questioning their dark purpose tonight.

      Stealing power from the Amgora witches would not be well-received once the most powerful witch families found out.

      Spinning the bracelet on her wrist, Royce continued along the path, watching as the moon played in the trees. Branches were bones, shaking and shivering, throwing shadows along the dirt as the wind rattled the ancient boughs and the clouds crept over the full moon.

      At the top of the incline, a knotted tree marked the path. Wide, flat stones had been shoved into the earth, creating a crude staircase. Light glowed at the crest of the hill.

      Castor would be up there. Linwood too.

      Royce focused on the stone stairs. She’d fallen more than once on them. Concentrating on her footing gave her something to preoccupy her thoughts rather than the fear and uncertainty of the night ahead churning her gut.

      The stairs ended, giving way to a great clearing, where seven boulders convened in a circle with a long granite altar in the center. A lantern at each boulder created enough light to chase away the shadows.

      With his back to the stairs, Castor stood watching as Linwood bent over the altar, her robe slipping off her shoulders as she tongue-kissed a young mortal woman who lay spread out, squirming on the altar. The mortal’s white dress was sheer, not that it mattered, as the skirt was up around her hips, and Linwood’s fingers were buried inside the girl’s womanhood.

      Royce’s stomach plummeted. The warmth from Oak’s reassuring touch had long since evaporated, and as Castor turned, his smile sinister, Royce wished she could disappear on the next gust of wind.

      “Welcome,” Castor’s deep timber rang out.

      Norris stopped abruptly, causing Ash to run into his back. “I thought the sacrifice was supposed to be virginal.”

      Castor glanced at the two women, watching as his lover caressed the mortal, bringing her to orgasm. “She’s virginal.” He looked back with a grin. “Enough.”

      Royce stood immobile, a buzzing in her ears. Their voices were muffled, as though they were distant or perhaps underwater, but one word stood out.

      Sacrifice.

      She’d known tonight would involve a sacrifice, but like other spells and séances they’d performed, she’d assumed it would be an animal: a chicken or maybe even a dog. Not that she cared for either of those options, but a mortal was a line they hadn’t yet crossed.

      Trying to keep herself from shaking, Royce could feel her teeth chatter. This whole thing was bad, and now there was no escaping what the coven was about to do. She was too late to tell anyone. Too late to flee Castor and his cronies.

      As her teeth rattled in her skull and her knees quaked beneath her, she was too focused on the mortal with Linwood’s fingers buried inside her to notice Castor.

      He stepped before her, blocking her view. Gripping her chin, he lifted her face.

      He stared down his nose at her. Knowing her fear would only feed him, she was still unable to mask it as she looked up and beheld him in all his evil, delirious glory.

      His wide forehead was perfect for his arched, arrogant eyebrows and deep-set black eyes. The stubble on his jaw was the right length to leave rashes on her thighs, breasts, and neck.

      His big hands were firm on her face.

      “Problem, Royce?” His voice, once booming, came out like a seductive whisper, causing her to shake even more.

      “No, sir.”

      His face lowered an inch and then stopped as he continued to stare. The breath in her lungs seemed to pause. “Are you sure? Now is the time to speak up.”

      “No.” She shook her head and tried to pull free from his hold. “No, sir.”

      All she succeeded in doing was provoke him further.

      His hold tightened, and his left hand cupped her nape, keeping her in place. His face swooped closer as he ran his nose across her cheek, his thumb swiping roughly over her lower lip.

      “I don’t have time for your disobedience right now.” His breath ghosted along her skin.

      She gulped.

      “But test me, and I promise retribution. I’ll silence you in that special way I know you love.”

      Royce let her eyelids close as the buzzing in her ears grew louder. The only sound she heard over it was his voice. She’d been trained to listen for him, for his footsteps outside her door, for his quiet commands, and for the chuckle that let her know she was in trouble.

      “You know how much I adore watching those tears roll down your cheeks when you can’t breathe. How you look up at me and know who you belong to.”

      Her entire body was shaking now, stopping it was futile. Forcing her eyes open, she stared at him through watery eyes and repeated, “No problems, sir. I promise.”

      “Good.” With that callused thumb, he wiped a tear from her cheek. Raising his digit to his mouth, he sucked the salty substance from his skin with a mumble of enjoyment. One she’d heard far too many times. “Now, take your place before I determine just how much of a delinquent you’ve been. I know you’re the reason the rest of them are late.”

      Her eyes widened, but she said nothing. There was no point.

      He stepped away, and the air thinned. Taking a deep breath, she avoided looking at Linwood and the mortal—the sacrifice—and took her place in the circle.

      The rest of them did the same as the mortal’s orgasmic cries subsided. Linwood turned, her gaze landing on Royce. Lifting her wet fingers, she shook them in Royce’s direction, tsking softly to show Royce she was in trouble.

      As much as she’d grown to hate Stoker and Norris, she feared Castor. Linwood was a close second, though. The witch enjoyed tormenting her with Castor’s instruction.

      Linwood approached Castor, raised her hand to his lips, and smeared the virgin’s juices across his lips. Heat lit his gaze, and a second later, his lips consumed Linwood’s.

      On the table, the mortal had sat up, twisting to watch the two witches. She brought her hand up to her breast, squeezed, and moaned. “More, please.”

      Royce looked around as the others gathered. That action seemed at odds with a virgin’s typical behavior. Royce certainly never behaved that way when she was a virgin. Even after Castor initiated her into the coven, she didn’t remember ever behaving that shamelessly.

      The other four looked equally confused by the virgin.

      Norris spoke up. “I’ve never seen a virgin act like that. Are you sure she’s pure? The spell won’t work if–”

      Castor and Linwood tore themselves from one another.

      “Of course she is.” He stepped around Linwood, and Norris shrunk back. “You think I would risk this ritual for some random quim?”

      “N–no.”

      “Don’t question me.” Castor still looked primed for violence, but when the woman on the table moaned again, Linwood laughed.

      “We gave her a little diluted Frenzy to take the edge off.”

      Royce watched the exchange.

      She’d seen mortals on Frenzy multiple times, thanks to Castor and Linwood. While they acted sexually after consuming the drug, there was something about the excitement in this woman’s eyes that was unnerving. There was a knowledge there that was normally lacking in the virgins Castor occasionally brought to the coven.

      Did Castor realize that? Or was he so blinded by their purpose—by the promise of power—that he’d overlooked something the rest of them saw? He wasn’t ordinarily careless. He was meticulous, cunning, and a bit manic.

      And greedy.

      Tears slipped down Royce’s cheeks.

      This ritual needed to be stopped, but how could they? Castor would kill any of them without a second thought if they dared to stop his progress.

      Approaching the mortal, Castor placed two fingers against her forehead. With a single word, she quieted. His magic encircled the girl, forcing her to recline on her back.

      He crawled onto the table, straddling the young woman.

      Linwood passed him his jewel-encrusted ceremonial dagger. He nodded at her before she headed to her assigned stone.

      Castor ran his fingers over the girl’s body, dragging them down between her breasts. “Your sacrifice will not be in vain,” he whispered.

      The drugged virgin just purred.

      Their leader looked up, glancing at each of them. “Tonight, we change the world. Tonight, we take power from the ungrateful Amgora witches.”

      He held his dagger up, nodding for them to follow suit.

      Trembling, Royce slipped her bracelet from her wrist and held it up in the air.

      The members of their coven did the same, removing their jewelry and assorted treasures, each one sporting the rare green tourmaline that Castor had gifted them as he prepared for this spell.

      His grip on the dagger shifted as he held it tight in both hands, his magic keeping the mortal still on the table.

      With a gulp, Royce glanced around, hoping one of them would step forward and stop him.

      Oak looked excited. Norris and Stoker wore expressions of apprehension and splendor. Ash looked into the forest as though she was also praying for someone to interfere. Linwood’s smile was predatory and sinister.

      Then Castor began.

      Each one of them echoed his words.

      “Mystic hail, and shadow flux, illusive destruction, absolute egal, corrupt pregneto, incantation de transformation, rumadle, ce choorlish…”

      Tears continued to fall from her cheeks as blue mage magic linked their objects. Royce struggled to keep her hands on the bracelet as the power pulled.

      The wind picked up, shifting and circling them like a cyclone of their own making.

      Unable to focus on anything beyond keeping her bracelet from flying out of her hands and disrupting the spell, Royce muttered the words for the spell.

      Castor began shouting the words as the elements’ intensity increased.

      Royce glanced up as Castor screamed the final words, the blade of his dagger shining in the moonlight.

      He brought the point down with one swift strike.

      The mortal lurched up, her scream piercing the air as the dagger plunged into her heart. From the mortal’s face, a second entity stretched out from the girl’s features, its own voice roaring against the pain.

      Gasping, Castor’s eyes widened, and with a show of force, he twisted the blade until both creatures settled back into one motionless body.

      A green sphere grew from the mortal’s wound, rapidly expanding.

      None of them could react before it detonated.

      Royce lost her hold on the bracelet as the blowback from the spell sent her flying until she struck the stone and fell to the ground.

      White mist clogged her vision when she opened her eyes. Shaking her head, Royce realized it wasn’t a mist but a fog that encased her brain.

      Pushing up, lifting her body off the ground, her arms ached, and pain shot across her skull. Flinching, she put a hand to her temple.

      Why was she on the ground?

      What happened?

      Closing her eyes, she tried to focus, but when she opened them again, everything still looked odd, as though her vision was sharper yet distorted.

      Her muscles protested when she tried to sit up.

      They’d been doing a spell. Something had happened. Her gaze narrowed, trying to focus. Something had gone wrong.

      Looking at the table, she saw the mortal lying motionless on the granite, large dark shapes moving over it.

      Royce shook her head again.

      Blood dripped down the mortal’s arm—a crimson stream down creamy skin, dripping off her fingers. Royce watched as a droplet fell slowly from the dead girl’s fingertip, dropping, dropping, until it splashed into the puddle on the ground.

      The sound of each drop echoed in her throbbing head, causing ripples of pain to shoot across her skull.

      Like rain on a tin roof, the sound of the blood beating to the ground was thunderous.

      Her tongue felt heavy in her mouth, fuzzy and too large, pushing against her teeth.

      Another noise drew her attention. Voices.

      Looking up, she spotted figures. Several of them. Amgora witches.

      She recognized a few of their faces, but in her confused state, names were pointless.

      “The last one is awake.” Footsteps echoed as a green-skinned witch approached. He crouched down. “She’s young. Poor thing.”

      Royce tilted her head to the side and fought the urge to hiss at him. Her gums hummed.

      “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” an unfamiliar female voice said.

      “We don’t even know what this is,” another spoke.

      “It’s unnatural,” the man, kneeling near her, answered.

      “Do we kill them?”

      A rustling noise drew her attention.

      Looking up, she spotted Castor squatted over the mortal. Blood stained his mouth and dripped off his chin. Elongated canine teeth shone in the moonlight as he hissed at the witches.

      Looking closer, she concentrated on the figures bent over the sacrifice—Norris, Linwood, Stoker, even Ash and Oak—each one was feasting on the woman, lapping at her blood.

      A few of the Amgora witches dropped into a defensive position, their mage magic sparking to life at their fingertips. Castor moved so fast that the witches struggled to keep up. He moved from stone to stone, jumping high and shattering the ground when he landed.

      One witch launched a mage blast. It hit Castor square in the chest, but aside from knocking him back a few inches, it did nothing. His sinister cackle filled the air.

      He moved quickly, suddenly appearing behind one of the female witches. Before they realized his intent, he grabbed her head and twisted, snapping her neck.

      Screams ensued. Members of the coven came to Castor’s aid as the witches sent blast after blast at him, but he didn’t need their help, leaping away and escaping each attack before it could land.

      There was going to be a fight, and she’d need to call upon her own magic. Her fingers shook as she raised them, but the usual warm glow she felt when she thought of her magic was absent. She tried again, and nothing happened.

      Before she could question it, a sharp pain lanced through her middle. Crumbling, she grabbed her stomach.

      She cried out as her gums gave way, allowing her canine teeth to shift, lengthen, and sharpen. Fixating on the sound of the blood as it dripped, and the scent of it in the air, Royce stared at the red substance and swallowed.

      Clutching her stomach, she crawled across the ground until her robe became soaked in the blood. The skin was still warm when she touched the lifeless arm hanging from the table.

      Magic no longer coursed through her veins. Instead, a new hunger consumed her. A need that was startling and remarkable had started.

      The battle raged around her, but Royce didn’t care. All her attention was on the cramp in her stomach, and the rich smell of blood. She sank her teeth into the mortal’s arm, the warm rush of blood coating her tongue and easing the ache almost immediately.

      Marvellous.

      Astounding.

      They were the first of their kind—a new breed—and a single word whispered through her mind.

      Vampire.
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      The only time Rowan should have seen his daughter naked was when she was a baby, and he was changing dirty diapers. Instead, here he was, meeting her for the first time as she knelt, naked, barely eighteen—and looking even younger—at the feet of the notorious vampire, Nixon.

      She’d been in the vampire’s possession for almost a year. How she was still alive was a mystery. By now, Nixon should have had his fill and killed her, yet here she was.

      There was no denying her bloodline. She had his nose and the same vibrant violet eyes that his mother had. He didn’t remember much about the girl’s mother, Scarlett, but she must have had an oval face and a slight wave to her hair. And she’d definitely been mortal.

      Rowan didn’t know the first thing about being a father. He certainly hadn’t even known he had a daughter until recently.

      Scarlett’s death had made the news, and it was only a matter of days after he’d heard when her attorney showed up at his office with a letter. What was written inside had shocked Rowan and changed his future. He was a father with a daughter who was either dead or in a lot of trouble.

      Her name was Wyn.

      Inside the letter, Scarlett had confessed how much she hated living in this realm. Almost twenty years ago, she’d come through the portal, survived the journey to town, and been disappointed when her trip to the embassy resulted in the discovery that she’d likely never make it home. The distress on her face when Rowan had delivered that news was one of the only things he remembered about Scarlett. Their brief, one-night affair was a hazy memory now, but the argument they’d had the following morning, when she’d begged, pleaded, then insisted he help her get back home, had been seared into his memory.

      It was one more reason never to get involved with a mortal.

      He wasn’t putting his life on the line to help some stranger get home. She’d adjust. They all did—eventually.

      But apparently, she’d gotten pregnant and not bothered to tell him. And she hadn’t adjusted.

      Her hatred for this realm had grown deeper and deeper. So deep, in fact, that she’d decided to trade her only daughter to a vampire in exchange for safe passage to the portal. She’d outlined her deal with Nixon in her letter, but the vampire had clearly reneged on their bargain. Scarlett had been found mangled and drained of blood, and now her daughter sat at the vampire’s feet.

      The letter had been left with her attorney in case she met an untimely demise. If she didn’t survive the trip home, she wanted Rowan to know about Wyn. If Scarlett had returned to the mortal realm, Rowan would never have known he had a daughter, and Wyn would have had no hope of being rescued.

      Now, Wyn wouldn’t meet his eyes. Whether she’d been trained to keep her gaze cast downward, or she was embarrassed, he wasn’t sure. It was likely a bit of both. Rowan flicked his gaze to Nixon.

      The bastard sat there like a king on a throne, a smug smile carving his pale features. The vampire was nothing but a thug, attempting to prove he was more. He’d tried several times to take power from the Linwood Clan. He held court like he was royalty and fancied himself regal, but he was little more than a sadist.

      It had taken Rowan months to track Wyn down, and after weeks of trying to gain an audience with the vampire, he’d finally been granted five minutes to meet his daughter.

      Why Nixon was being generous, he wasn’t sure, but he certainly didn’t trust it.

      He’d come through a room full of demons playing cards before being confined in Nixon’s private rooms. The music from the neighboring bar was muffled.

      Rowan swallowed down his fear and thought about the woman before him, and though his voice was calm and measured, he spoke firmly. “You must be bored with her by now. I have plenty of money. Name your price.”

      Nixon tugged on the leash attached to the collar that hung loosely around her neck. Wyn shuffled backward to avoid falling. “Do you hear that, darling? Daddy Dearest wants to buy your freedom.”

      The girl looked up from between the hair that fell forward over her face. Tears stained her cheeks, and a bite mark on her neck looked fresh. She looked clean and fed, but Rowan wondered why Nixon would bother to meet her basic needs.

      When her gaze locked on his, one thing stood out above all the rest. She wasn’t under a Blood Lust spell, which meant she knew exactly what had befallen her. Nixon was a sick son of a bitch who wanted to terrorize her. Rather than put her under a spell that would make her complacent and keep her body wrapped in pleasure rather than pain, he’d kept her mind free. He wanted her to struggle, to fight, to fear him, and to break.

      Rowan wished he’d gotten here sooner. He needed to get her out of here.

      He wasn’t sure what—if anything—Wyn had been told about him. He was about to clarify, to give her an introduction, but Nixon beat him to it.

      “Wyn, darling, this is your daddy. Did you know that?”

      The girl’s eyes widened. She let out a soft sigh. Rowan recognized it as a sound of hope. Unfortunately, so did Nixon.

      “I could have sold her at least a dozen times by now. I’ve had at least that many offers, and I’ll tell you what I told each of them. She’s worth more to me than any sum. You cannot have her.” He reached down, his fingers grazing the wound on her neck before trailing lower, leaving a bloody trail down her body.

      Rowan looked away as that arm reached lower and lower. Nixon’s wicked laugh filled the room.

      “You can find someone else to amuse yourself with. She’s had enough.”

      “But I haven’t. I’ll never have enough of my darling, little Wyn.” He leaned closer to her, his voice lowering, “I’m never letting you go.”

      She bit her lip, and fresh tears slipped down her face.

      Rowan’s hands clenched at his sides.

      “She’s a beautiful girl, your daughter, but she’s nothing extraordinary. She’s young, which is of interest to anyone looking to make a purchase here in Oaks Hollow, but there are plenty of attractive, young females sold every day. It wasn’t until that first bite that I realized she’s more than extraordinary. Do you know what happens when a vampire drinks immortal blood, Rowan?”

      He assumed it was a rhetorical question. Everyone knew a vampire had to feed off a mortal creature to survive. If they drank from an immortal, it was deadly to them.

      “Do you know what happens when we drink the blood of a half-immortal, feast off a creature whose lifespan is longer than a human’s, yet pales compared to, say, a witch?”

      Rowan had dreaded coming to this place. He didn’t want to be here. He didn’t want Wyn here either, but he feared things were about to get a whole lot worse.

      “No,” he answered when it became clear Nixon wanted an answer.

      “Neither did I. Her mother gave her to me with no indication that she was part witch, and maybe that’s why she was willing to trade. Maybe she was banking on her daughter’s blood killing me when I tried to feast on her.”

      Rowan hoped that was the case, but he’d likely never know why Scarlett offered up her daughter as a sacrificial lamb in order to get what she desired most in the world.

      Once more, Nixon’s fingers returned to her throat, this time prodding at the wound until she winced and tried to pull away. Nixon brought his fingers to his mouth and sucked them clean.

      The expression on his face was one of pure ecstasy, but that wasn’t what held Rowan immobile. Horror and dread shot through him as Nixon’s eyes widened, and his irises began to glow the same purple color as Wyn’s.

      Nixon’s moan was guttural. “She’s intoxicating.”

      He was addicted to her blood, like it were some kind of drug. Getting her free was going to be damn near impossible. Nixon definitely wouldn’t give her up without a fight.

      “But it’s more than just that.” Nixon raised his hand, palm up and a small purple flame formed. Mage magic, the same color of Rowan’s magic.

      What. The. Fuck.

      Fear kept him from responding.

      A vampire with mage magic? It was a dangerous concept.

      “Her blood is a powerful force, Rowan. Things that limited me before, such as sunlight, no longer affect me. Plus, there’s this.” He rotated his hand, the ball of flame moving as he did so. “I can’t levitate or cast spells or enchantments, but this mage magic…” His eyes sparkled with greed and lust. “It’s addictive.”

      There was no way he was getting Wyn free, not tonight. He’d be lucky if he made it out of here alive. He needed to escape Oaks Hollow and regroup. A vampire with mage magic who could walk in the daylight, no one was going to believe him. He was on his own.

      “It wears off after a while, though, which is why Wyn is never far from me.” Nixon glanced from Wyn to Rowan. “I’m unsure if it’s as powerful as a real witch’s magic, though. Shall we put it to the test?”

      Nixon rose from where he’d been seated on the daybed.

      Immediately, Rowan assumed a defensive position, his hands moving upward, his own mage magic springing to life from his hands.

      He needed to get out of there, but he needed something from Wyn first, and in order to get it, he needed to be close enough to touch her.

      Creating a blast ball, Rowan chanted as the sphere grew in dimension. “Sellog, cyther, nocho!”

      On the last word, he sent the ball hurtling toward Nixon. With a shout, the vampire dodged the attack, and with a cry, Wyn launched herself at the floor, using her hands to cover her head.

      Rowan raced across the room, grasped Wyn’s head, and lifted it from the floor. “I’m sorry for this, but I promise I’ll be back for you.”

      He wanted to take her with him, but Nixon’s hand was still firmly fisted around that damn leash.

      With a flash of elongated white fangs, the vampire pushed off the bed and hissed his displeasure as he rushed toward Rowan.

      At the back of her skull, Rowan grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked, prompting a scream from the young girl.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Nixon growled.

      The door burst open, and several demons poured into the room.

      Heart pounding, Rowan created another blast ball and sent it soaring toward the ceiling. The roof gave way, a hole punching through the beams—shingles, wood, dust, and debris fell around them. The remnants of purple magic sparked along the jagged edges of the hole before fading.

      Knowing lingering wasn’t in his best interest, Rowan immediately began to levitate. As he made his way through the hole, he waved his hand and summoned the broomstick he’d left leaning against the brick wall of the bar.

      He was soaring away from Oaks Hollow as quickly as possible, yet he still heard Nixon’s bellow. “After him, I want that witch’s head!”
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      Soaring through the sky, Rowan attempted to lose the demons that gave chase.

      They were mostly incubi, along with one from a species of demon he didn’t recognize. It had black skin and bat-like features, but rather than two eyes, it had one big empty eye socket.

      He zigged and zagged through the air, but they stuck close by.

      Dropping into the forest, he weaved his way through trees and around rocks, hoping to knock a couple off his trail.

      Rapidly, he made his way to a body of water. He continued straight, aiming for a waterfall. As the spray hit him, he pulled up, a fancy maneuver he’d learned as a Barrett Dodger during his academy days.

      Unfortunately, the demons didn’t fall for it and managed to avoid running head-first into the raging water.

      There was no way he could take on more than six demons at once. If they caught him, he’d be dead.

      Trying to devise a plan, Rowan only knew of one place he could go to escape.

      Removing a small ball from his cloak pocket, Rowan uttered a quick word and a few numbers before the opal sphere turned purple. “Quinn! Quinn! Can you hear me?”

      There was no answer.

      Fuck. He was going to die.

      “Quinn! Quinn! Come in!”

      “Rowan, where are you?” Quinn’s voice came through the ball.

      “I’m just about to reach your property. I need help. They’re gaining on me.”

      “Who is?”

      He didn’t want to drag her into this, but if she stayed on her property, at least until they gave up, he’d be able to take advantage of the protection spells on her land.

      “East corner, near the beehives. I’m not going to make it.”

      Two of them flew ahead of him, and he knew they were going to ensnare him.

      “Who is chasing you, Rowan?” Quinn’s panicked voice came through.

      Swallowing, he admitted. “Demons. I’m almost at your–”

      Something hit the back of his broom and sent him into a tailspin. Pulling up on the handle, he managed to regain control.

      He had to do something about the dark forces following him. He couldn’t risk Quinn leaving her property to meet him.

      An incubus pulled up beside him and, using a tree branch, swung at his head.

      Rowan ducked, but the distraction worked as pain ripped through his side. The bat-like creature was attached to his torso, his teeth embedded in Rowan’s flesh.

      With a small mage blast, he hit the demon, dislodging it.

      Changing tactics, Rowan sent his broom on an upward course, rising higher in the sky. Ignoring the pain lashing at his side, he pushed higher.

      From his high vantage point, he counted the demons—seven.

      Leaping from his broom, he anchored his arms to his side and pointed his head down, gathering speed.

      Using his magic, he turned himself into a human bullet and struck the bat. The creature went spinning toward the ground.

      With levitation power, he slowed his fall, turning himself upright. He summoned his broom with one hand, and the other he used to send blasts of mage magic at the remaining demons.

      Once he had his broom back between his legs, he headed toward Quinn’s little cottage and all her acreage.

      When he spotted Quinn in the sky, he hoped she would stay on her property. It was too dangerous for her if she left the safety of her protective spells—especially since she’d never been able to unlock her mage magic.

      Focused on her, he wasn’t prepared when an incubus hit his broom with such force it shot Rowan from its handle. As he fell, he tried to slow himself and pull his broom to him, but the incubus reached for it.

      Releasing the broom from his magical hold, he focused on sending a blast of magic to stop the demon. It landed, but without enough force, the demon shook off the attack far too easily.

      He and the demon raced through the air, attempting to get Rowan’s best means of escape.

      A sudden explosion allowed Rowan to grab his broom. Righting himself on it, he glanced around and realized Quinn had hit the demon with a Dark Forces grenade, searing its skin.

      He smiled at Quinn.

      With the broom straddled, Rowan raised his arms and, this time, created an enormous power blast which he sent rocketing toward the demons.

      As the blast sent the demons whirling backward, Rowan raced across the invisible barrier to Quinn’s property.

      The demons hit the protection spells and bounced back, hissing and spitting in pain and anger. They shouted slurs at Rowan.

      From the safety of her land, Rowan studied his new enemies. He needed to find better ways to defend himself against incubi and other demons if he had any chance at rescuing Wyn.

      “Leave. You’re not welcome here,” Quinn shouted toward the demonic beings.

      An incubus growled. “You’ve made a grave mistake tonight, witch,” he said, addressing Rowan. “He’s issued an order for your head. Enjoy these breaths because your last is coming.”

      “Not before yours,” Rowan tossed back, but the incubus just laughed.

      With a few more volleyed threats and another warning from Quinn, the demons flew off.

      Sagging in relief, the pain in his side began to throb.

      “Get back to my cabin, now,” Quinn demanded. “We need to talk.”

      Fuck, she was pissed.

      She took off and left him in the sky.

      Rather than follow her back, Rowan disappeared into her forest and found a quiet spot. He pulled the chunk of hair he’d grabbed from Wyn and used bark from nearby trees to make a magical box. He dug a hole in the ground and buried it.

      Just in case he was ambushed again between here and Clayridge, he wanted to ensure its safety. He didn’t know how he’d use it, but DNA was often essential in protection spells. He’d find something he could use to help improve her life until he could free her.

      Next, he pulled up his shirt and looked at the damage. Blood gushed from the teeth marks, but it didn’t seem as though the bat demon had punctured vital organs.

      He did a fast job of closing up the wound. Quinn was a healing witch. She’d be able to do a better job and fix any internal damage.

      Tucking his shirt back in, he headed in the direction of her cabin.

      “What the fuck were you doing?” Quinn shouted at him the second he emerged from the trees. Rarely did she swear, so he knew he was in deep shit.

      Straightening and trying not to favor his one side, he replied, “Nothing.”

      “Demons don’t chase you for no reason. What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything. I’m not the bad guy here, Quinn.”

      She snorted. “You’re keeping something from me. Alec said you’ve been hanging around Oak’s Hollow. And at Christmas, you were near Oak’s Hollow because that’s where you got the Imitation Glory herb,” she said, referencing his Jack Pine Lunar Feast gift. “You said you weren’t in Oak’s Hollow then, but you were, weren’t you? You’ve been going there for that long?”

      He glanced away, but before he had a chance to defend himself, she continued.

      “Please tell me
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