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      I hope you enjoy reading Rite World: Night Wolves!

      

      This book is set in a bigger “universe”, called Rite World, where many of my series take place. This “universe” is still our modern world, but with a large, hidden supernatural society. Because there are many series in this same universe, there will be many cameos in my books, but don’t worry. Book 1 of any new series is designed to be a good entry point into this universe. Hopefully, you’ll like it a lot and will pick up the other books too! <3
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        THE VAMPIRE HUNT

        A Rite World Novella

      

      

       

      Norah is a demon hunter, one of the best graduated from the Blackthorn Hunters Academy. When she’s sent to investigate a case concerning demons in a small town, she runs into a very arrogant vampire. Her first instinct is to kill him, after all, he’s a supernatural and demon hunters are taught to end all evil.

      

      Cain is a vampire prince. Because of his status, he’s in charge of making sure humans don’t find out about his kind. During a routine investigation, he bumps into a very sexy demon hunter and he wonders what she’s doing on his way.

      

      However, the case grows much bigger for Norah and Cain to handle alone. To find the truth and win this battle, the vampire and the demon hunter will have to hunt together—without killing each other.

      

      How well could this end?
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      I lived in a gilded prison.

      There were fleeting moments, a few seconds here and there, when I forgot. And all I had to do to be reminded of my prison was glance over my shoulder. A demon was always a few feet back, watching me.

      Making sure I didn’t try to escape.

      Again.

      I sighed and rinsed my mug in the sink, my eyes across the marble counter, where Minsi was seated finishing her cereal.

      For her, I tried my best to make this house—her house—not look like a prison, despite a second demon in the corner of the room watching her. Worse than these two was the other half-wolf, half-demon who lived in this house as if he were the king.

      Well, in a way he was. Conri was the damn alpha, and we could do nothing about it.

      I glanced across the family room to the left, where the foyer was located. Around a corner was the home office. Conri was in there and I knew that because of the two demons stationed outside the door.

      Demons infested this gilded prison.

      A door opened. I dropped the mug in the sink and went to Minsi. I pulled her chair back and helped her stand.

      “Why don’t you go upstairs and finish getting ready?”

      She pointed to her unfinished cereal.

      I grabbed the bowl and handed it to her. “You can finish it in your bedroom.”

      Heavy footsteps echoed through the house.

      “Just … go.”

      Her hazel eyes widened, understanding dawning on her. With trembling hands, she took the bowl from me. The metal shackle on her wrist clinked mine, but we pretended we didn't hear it or feel it. I had decorated mine with leather straps and metal spikes and Minsi’s with pink yarn and bedazzle. Better to pretend these were pretty bracelets than shackles.

      I clenched my teeth, watching as the ten-year-old girl disappeared from the kitchen as if it was on fire, going for the second set of stairs in the mudroom, the demon Dixon following her.

      Heavy footsteps grew closer, and knowing I couldn’t avoid the devil, I turned toward him. 

      A wide smile spread across his lips as he entered the kitchen—the two demons stayed back.

      To me, Conri looked like an MMA fighter with his cropped dark hair, trimmed beard, and stocky body. He wasn’t the tallest wolf, but he was muscular. He wasn’t one bit attractive and yet he had an imposing air around him, as if everything about him, even his movements, yelled he was the supreme predator here.

      “Good morning, Raika,” he said, his deep voice with its usual chipper tone. It made me sick.

      I crossed my arms. “What do you want?”

      Conri gave me a once-over, as usual. I wanted to duck behind the island or run and hide in a hole every time he did that, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he bothered me.

      I did my best not to squirm as he took in my appearance. I had been dressing in the same style for years now—cropped tank, shorts, fishnet tights, long boots, and sometimes a leather jacket if the weather called for it. All black, of course.

      “Come talk to me,” he finally said, settling his eyes on mine. He gestured behind him.

      This mansion didn’t look like a prison with its wide spaces and fancy country decorations. There was a formal living room, a family room, an entertainment room, a dining room, a breakfast room, and a sunroom with another long table to seat ten, two kitchens—one inside, another outside on the porch—and eight suites on the second and third floors with en suite bathrooms. The few times I had seen this house when I had been a child, a pang of jealousy had cut through me. The chic, white contemporary farmhouse style with medium wood accents had always been my favorite, and now I lived in it.

      I hated it with all my body and soul.

      “I’m good here.”

      Used to my retorts, Conri’s smile didn’t lessen. “Suit yourself.”

      He walked into the high-ceiling family room and hovered before the large stone fireplace. Two leather armchairs faced the fireplace, and Conri could often be found seated in one of them, drinking whiskey.

      This time, though, he didn’t sit down. He stood there, his back to the fireplace. “For a while now, my gang and I have been gathering during the full moon to celebrate, and I think it’s time we did something bigger.”

      Despite myself, I walked to the edge of the kitchen, where I could hear him better. Of course, the demon who watched me, Phell, moved with me.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “In less than two weeks, it’ll be my anniversary as the pack’s alpha, and I thought it would be a good idea to have a celebration in the main square with the entire pack.”

      I blinked. Holy shit, was he insane? Yes, yes, he was. “No one in the pack will want to celebrate that with you. There’s nothing to celebrate.” In fact, if we did something on that date, it would be to mourn everything we lost—our loved ones and our freedom.

      His smile faded. “I’m giving them an opportunity. If they want to be in my pack—“

      “They don’t want to be your pack.” Conri stilled, his eyes rounded, and a vein on his neck popped. I crossed my arms and lifted my chin. “I don’t either, for that matter. I’m here because you force me to be.”

      Conri’s eyes turned yellow and he advanced two steps. My insides tightened, but I held my ground. Hell would freeze over before I showed him fear.

      “You will convince them to—“

      “I don’t think you heard me,” I cut him off again. I was treading in dangerous waters. I knew it was stupid, but sometimes I couldn’t help it. I loathed this wolf-demon with all I had, and since there was no one else to talk to, to scream at, he served the bill. “The pack won’t come to your event, no matter what you want me to tell them. And I won’t come eit—“

      Conri’s hand closed around my throat, yanking me upward. My toes barely touched the ground and I struggled to breathe. He leaned into me and bared his sharp, canine teeth in my face.

      “You don’t get to choose,” he snarled. “You will do as I tell you, little wolf, or you know what will happen.” He dropped his hand and retreated a step. I gasped for air, my knees wobbling for having to bear my weight again so suddenly.

      I slipped my hand inside my shorts pocket and gripped the long, metal nails I had there. It would be so easy to slip them in and swipe at his face. To hurt him.

      But I had done that before, more than once actually, and all I got was a slap so hard that I went careening across the room. Minsi also suffered—he had left her locked in her bedroom for two days without food.

      The bastard.

      I let out a long, steadying breath.

      As much as I wanted to beat him, certain battles weren’t worth the fight.

      “Oh,” Conri started, his voice back to normal. “Next week is Minsi’s birthday, isn’t it? One year since everything changed. We should celebrate that too, even if only the three of us. Please, dress her up in something nice and—“

      I lost it. I slipped two of the metal nails into my fingertips and swiped at him.

      Conri didn’t seem startled as he stepped back, avoiding my swing by half an inch. A second later, the two demons were on me, holding me back.

      Conri smiled at me, but this time, it was a predator’s grin. “You naughty little wolf. When will you learn there’s nothing you can do? You lost. Your mother is gone. Your friends are gone. Your weak alpha is gone. There’s no escape from this, and the sooner you accept it, the better.”

      Still worked up, I jerked against the demons’ hold. Why me? Why did he single me out? Lucille was prettier and nastier. She would have fit his style much more. But … this wasn’t romantic, or for desire. Conri had never attempted to kiss me, to sleep with me. But since the attack, since he took over and became the alpha, he had ordered his demons to keep me safe while he slaughtered everyone else. Then he brought me to live with him at the alpha’s house, but never explained why.

      “You know I’ll never behave,” I gritted out.

      With a snarl, Conri let his hand fly. My head snapped to the side with the strike, pain spreading through my cheek and jaw.

      “The next one will be on Minsi,” he barked. “Take her out of my sight!”

      The demons holding me dragged me back and into Phell’s hand. He grabbed my wrist and forcefully pulled me back into the kitchen and toward the mudroom. I watched Conri as he turned his back on me and walked back to the fireplace, muttering things not even my wolf ears could hear.

      I could have fought, but I didn’t because I knew Conri would hurt Minsi … and I would never let that happen.
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      I pushed thoughts of Conri out of my mind as I jerked out of Phell’s grip and disappeared into my room, shoving the door closed behind me. I rested my back against the solid wood, taking a deep breath to calm my racing heart. When the adrenaline subsided, I finished getting ready for the day because I wouldn’t let the devil ruin my day so early in the morning.

      Phell and Dixon stood guard from the ends of the hallway—they never came inside our bedrooms. I stopped at Minsi’s bedroom and knocked on the door. When she didn’t answer, I opened it and spied inside.

      Minsi’s bedroom was fit for a princess: a white twin bed with four posters and pink gossamer, a white dresser and silver-framed mirror with swirls and details, a large desk piled with books, a swinging chair in a corner, and a huge dollhouse. She had a walk-in closet in addition to the en suite bathroom.

      Minsi was the youngest child of Franc and Petra, the previous alpha and his mate, and she had been adored and cared for like a porcelain doll. Her bedroom, her pink and princess-like clothing, her expensive toys reflected that. But they had never helped her make friends. That was the reason she had turned to books when she was younger.

      I smiled at seeing her lounging on her bed, legs crossed, and a thick book in her hands.

      “Ready to go?” I asked her.

      As if just realizing I was there, Minsi lifted her eyes from the book. She nodded, dropping the book onto the comforter. 

      Without a word, she grabbed her backpack from the desk and walked out of her bedroom. 

      Ignoring Phell and Dixon as they followed us, Minsi and I descended the back stairs and exited the house through the mudroom door. Minsi didn’t question it, because she probably knew we were going the long way to avoid running into Conri.

      We reached the long stone path that cut through the front lawn and led us to the main road, from where we could see the rest of the town in the distance. This house, the alpha’s house, was located at the southern edge of town. We could have taken a car, but the weather was so nice today—it was May and despite us being in northern Canada, we lived in our own bubble—I wanted to enjoy the warm sun and smell the flowers lining the stone sidewalks.

      The Nightshade pack was nestled in two valleys deep into Canada’s frozen landscape, but magic kept the pack lands warm and green as if it was always spring. The town had been designed in a perfect grid with the main square at the center where pack events were held. Shops and restaurants and other services surrounded it, and houses branched out from there. Everything was in the same farmhouse style with white or beige or soft yellow walls, several shades of brown for roofs and porches with swings or rocking chairs.

      Around the main square were also the town tall, the infirmary, the school, and the library.

      On the other side of the main square was the burnt part of town. I always tried to keep Minsi away from there. She didn’t need to see that.

      I stopped with her at the library’s entrance.

      “I’ll be back later, okay?” I said the same thing every day, and Minsi only nodded. “You’ll know where I’ll be if you need me.” 

      Again, she nodded and went in and locked the door from the inside. Dixon stayed by the entrance. This was the one sacred place for Minsi and me, and no damn demon or wolf who followed Conri was allowed inside. I had fought Conri for it, and since I had amused him, he relented.

      I entered the building across the main square—the school—and Phell didn’t stop at the entrance. I could do nothing to keep the demons away. In fact, this was the place with the greatest number of demons in town. In the entire pack lands.

      I walked past two demon patrols in the wide corridors and headed to the kitchen. The demons stared at me, snickers stamping their faces—their human faces. These bastards wore human flesh, but I knew these weren’t their true form.

      I called them demons in my head even though I knew most of them weren’t just demons. Most were half-demons, half-wolf shifters like Conri. Somehow, they had found each other and banded together.

      I didn’t consider them true shifters, though, not like the rest of the pack. Our wolf and our human forms made up two halves of a whole. As for the demons, I didn’t want to know about what they were made of.

      Rue was already in the kitchen, cutting vegetables with a sharp knife. Two demons stood at the other two entrances, watching her closely.

      A small smile adorned my lips as I approached her. Rue was one of the oldest wolf shifters in the pack, and despite wolves being known for their short temper, she was kind and calm. In all the years I had known her (twenty years, aka all of my life.), I had never seen or heard her lose her cool. 

      She was also my favorite person in the pack, aside from Minsi.

      “Raika, dear.” Rue handed me the knife and the chopping board. “You’re early,” she said, her voice thin and frail.

      “So are you.” I took over the vegetable cutting duties while she went to the stove and checked the pots and pans. “What are you making today?”

      “Something simple.” She added some of the chopped potatoes to the big pot with boiling water. “A creamy chicken soup and some homemade bread.” She opened the oven and checked on the big loaf of bread in there.

      There was nothing simple about her cooking. Anything Rue made turned out delicious. I was glad she was the one helping me with these tasks.

      I glanced at her over my shoulder. At almost two hundred years old, Rue was agile and energetic for her age, but sometimes I saw her catching her breath, or putting a hand over her heart, when she thought I wasn’t looking.

      Before everything changed, Rue had been my English teacher from the time I was a pup to the day I graduated at seventeen. She had been the only kind face in school, the only one who considered me another wolf in the pack, and not a cockroach.

      She was the reason I loved books so much. When I was about eight years old, the other wolves in our class decided it was let’s-make-Raika’s-day-hell. She didn’t allow it, but she also couldn’t stop a dozen wolves by herself, so she took me to her office in the school, which was filled with books. She told me to stay in there for a few hours and relax. She would be back later to take me home. At first, I barely moved, afraid of messing up her office, but it didn’t take long for my eyes to turn to the books and skim the spines. I picked one, to pass the time, and by the time Rue returned, I had read almost half of the book. She let me take it home. Later that week, she came up with a field trip for the class: the library. It had been my first time stepping in there, and it felt like entering heaven. I went back almost every day of my life ever since.

      I returned my attention to the chopping board. “How are they this morning?”

      Rue clicked her tongue. “Same as every day. Half just lie there waiting for time to pass, while the other half are agitated. Tyren rammed against the door a couple of times earlier.”

      I shook my head. Rebelling like that and acting stupidly would only make things worse. But we had been at this for almost a year now. Would things ever get better?

      I doubted it.

      Rue and I finished lunch, served several portions in small paper bowls, and placed them on a cart. We also had a big water bottle and a stack of small paper cups to pass around.

      Once we had everything, I pushed the cart out of the kitchen and into the corridor that led to the classrooms. Because the school only served our community, it wasn’t large. We never had more than one or two classes per grade, ten to twenty kids in each class, and usually had the same teachers in every grade. We learned most of what was taught in the human world, but we also had special subjects like Wolf 101, or Living in a Shifter Community, and Honor and Loyalty.

      That was all ancient history now.

      Two demons stood by the new wall and door installed in the middle of the corridor. They saw Rue and me approaching and unlocked the door, opened it, and let us pass. Once we were through, they closed and locked the door again.

      The moment we stepped into this side of the corridor, the atmosphere changed. The corridor was lined by a dozen doors that also had been modified—they had been fortified, with the glass pane replaced by metal bars.

      Inside of these classrooms-turned-prison-cells were wolf shifters—what was left of my pack.
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      A year before, Conri and his gang had joined forces with the Nightmist witches and invaded our pack lands.

      It had been fast and hard, and we barely had time to react. Conri killed Franc, the alpha, and took over the mantle, and the alpha’s son, the one wolf I thought would step up and challenge Conri for the title and save us all, had run away.

      Like a coward.

      And just like that, we went from a pack of about seven hundred wolves to less than fifty.

      At first, Conri had them all thrown in the prison building, beneath the town hall across the main square. They were crowded in there, without any resources.

      I convinced him to have them moved. I had hoped for a house, maybe a couple of houses, but Conri had chosen the school—he had a few classrooms modified to accommodate the prisoners by taking out all the desks and materials, leaving only a few mattresses and blankets, and installing bars on the outer windows.

      It was still better than the prison.

      There were eight classrooms in this corridor, and about six wolves in each one of them.

      Right now, they were all waiting by the bars at the doors, knowing Rue and I were coming with lunch—their only daily meal.

      “It’s about time,” Lonan said, reaching his arm out. He was an old wolf, almost as old as Rue, but the man had hated me before, and he hated me even more now.

      Rue glanced at me as I opened my mouth to tell him to shut his pipe or there was no food for him. She shook her head once and I let out a long sigh. Sometimes I wished I was heartless and willing to let them starve. If they starved for two days, they wouldn’t be so mean to me.

      Truth was, most weren’t anymore. Not after the attack, not after I helped with their wounds, after I carried them when I didn’t have any strength left, and especially not when I fought with Conri every opportunity I had to make their lives a little easier.

      “Just shut up, Lonan,” Roman said from the classroom across the hall.

      The old man grumbled but retreated from the door.

      I shot a thankful glance at Roman and he offered me a tight smile. Once upon a time, Roman had been a friend. The night of the attack, he had tried helping my mother and me, but Phell hurt him. I thought he had died, but thankfully he recovered.

      Mealtime went like usual: Rue and I stopped in front of each classroom’s door, we passed the paper bowls and cups to the wolves inside through the gap in the bars, then moved on to the next door.

      In the beginning, the wolves tried rebelling and leaving their classrooms. They rammed against the other door, as if they could break it down. Once, they even used me as a bargain to have Conri let them go.

      Nothing worked.

      Conri had only made their lives worse.

      Eventually, they stopped trying to break out.

      They knew there was nothing we could do.

      I knew that.

      But deep down, I hoped that someday, somehow, I would be able to free them. To have them go back to their houses and restart life the best way they could.

      That was only a dream.

      I handed the plate to Jay, our healer apprentice, and he nodded at me. “Thank you, Miss Raika,” he whispered. Every time I looked at him, I pitied the boy. He was probably twenty years old like me, but he looked fifteen because he was skinny and he cowered into himself all the time. But our healer died during the attack and he was all we had. Thankfully, no one had gotten seriously ill in the past year.

      I smiled at him. “You don’t need to call me that. Just Raika is fine.”

      “I know, Miss Raika.” He sat down on the classroom floor and turned his attention to his food.

      I shook my head and moved on.

      “How’s life on the top side?” Lucille asked when I stopped in front of her classroom.

      I stared at her—even knowing they took showers once a week, she was still pretty. Her blond hair wasn’t as brilliant and voluminous as it once was, her skin wasn’t as flawless, but her hazel eyes were just as fierce.

      Once upon a time, she had been a bitch who was madly in love with the alpha’s son. But then he left us, she was captured, and like most of us, she lost the rest of her family … and in the past year, she turned a little less bitchy.

      “How’s Minsi?” Dom asked from her side.

      I frowned. Dom had been the alpha’s son’s best friend, and he had lost his own younger sister, so his worry about Minsi was only natural.

      “She’s fine,” I said, my voice tight.

      “Any more panic attacks? Is she still barely speaking?” He asked those things at least once a week.

      And whenever he asked those questions, Tyren straightened and listened closely. He was Minsi’s brother. I had tried having him moved to the house with us, but Conri wouldn’t allow it.

      “She—“

      “Stop talking, bitch,” Serge snapped from the next classroom’s door. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      “Serge, stop it,” Rue said. She pushed the empty cart back to the outer door. “She’s the reason you get a decent meal every day.”

      “That’s exactly my point.” Serge wrapped his hands around the bars and stared at me. “Why hasn’t the devil thrown you in here? Why do you live in the alpha’s mansion with Minsi? Why do you have privileges no one else does?”

      Good question. I didn’t know it either.

      “Because she's been sleeping with him,” Lonan shouted from his classroom.

      “She probably helped them come in,” another one said and a few yeahs sounded from every classroom.

      One year.

      We had been at this for almost a year, and they still said the same nasty things. The first few times, my temper won and I yelled at them. Once, I even had a fist fight with Lucille. But she didn’t believe I was involved anymore. At least, that was what she said.

      Though I was able to control myself better now, their insinuations still got to me.

      My fists clenched.

      Rue turned to me and shook her head slowly.

      I walked out of there as fast as I could. I grabbed the empty cart, pushed it down the corridors, and into the kitchen. The cart wheel caught and it turned to the side, falling to the tiled floor with a loud clank.

      My shoulders sagged.

      “I’m proud of your behavior,” Rue said from somewhere behind me.

      I faced her. “What behavior? Me sleeping with Conri?”

      She glared at me. “Don’t turn your anger toward me. I’m not the bad guy. No one here is.” She walked past me and picked up the fallen cart. “I know you didn’t choose this. I know he simply picked you from the rest, probably because you’re one of the most spirited and the most beautiful of all of us, and … I don’t know. I don’t know why, but I’m glad.” She rested a hand on my shoulder. “If he was hurting you, then I wouldn’t think so, but he’s not. He grants you freedom, and you use it to take care of Minsi, of us. That’s noble of you.”

      It didn’t feel noble.

      It felt like an uphill battle, one that hadn’t moved an inch in the past year.

      Yes, I was grateful for living in the former alpha’s house instead of the school with the others. I was glad Conri had allowed me to take care of Minsi and keep her at her house.

      But I didn’t understand why.

      He said I amused him, and that was it.

      I never pressed it again, afraid that if I did, he would revoke my privileges.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      Rue offered me a sweet smile. “What for? You haven’t done anything wrong.” She turned to the sink. “Now, let’s clean up this mess.”

      Like a well-oiled machine, Rue and I fell into our routine. We washed up the pans, pots, and utensils we had used to make lunch, and we cleaned the kitchen.

      When we were done, the demon in charge of Rue took her away—to another classroom outside the others. Her lonely prison.

      Tomorrow, we would do all of this again.

      Just like we had been doing for almost a year.
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      I tossed and turned in bed, unable to sleep anymore, despite the early morning hour.

      My guest bedroom at the alpha’s mansion was better than my old home. I had a queen bed (before I had a twin one), a walk-in closet (a cheap, rickety armoire), and a bathroom (I'd shared one with my mother). I had salvaged some things from my old house—my clothes, my favorite books, a pink touch lamp my grandparents had given me when I was a child, and a portrait of my mother and me on my twelfth birthday. This was one of the few pictures we had together. She had been the quiet type, shy, a little lost inside her head, but at the same time, she had been my best friend, and I knew she had loved me.

      My grandparents died years ago, but I lost my mother during the attack. Phell killed her in front of me. I had been too shocked to do anything about it at the time, but I attacked him once the massacre was over. He would have killed me if Conri hadn’t stopped him.

      Why had Conri singled me out? Why was I the only wolf in the pack he didn’t hurt, except for the occasional slaps and insults? He didn’t hurt Minsi either, but that was only because I had begged him to let me take care of her. She was having massive panic attacks locked away in the school. It took Rue and me a good three months to calm her down enough so she could go a day, then a week without a panic attack. The last one she had had been a little over two weeks ago, when I had fought with Conri in front of her. When he slapped me, she broke down.

      Sometimes I worried Conri would imprison her with the others, or he would hit her. She would go down in the rabbit hole again if he did, and I wasn’t sure I could bring her back this time. The girl had lost her parents in the attack. Tyren, her middle brother, was locked in the school, and her older brother, the alpha heir, had fled.

      I sat up. I didn’t care if it was earlier than usual. I could get a head start on my day. I had to help Rue with the pack’s meal and teach Minsi. I didn’t want her to miss out just because our lives had been uprooted. I wished Rue would teach her, since she was a real teacher, but Conri wouldn't allow it. I was already grateful he let her help me with the cooking; I wasn’t sure I would be able to do it every day by myself.

      I pulled on ripped jeans, a cropped top, and my peep-toe wedge boots. I brushed my long, wavy black hair down my back until all the knots were gone, and I applied eyeliner to enhance the blue of my eyes. I didn’t care what Conri’s demons and wolves thought when they saw me. I wasn’t dressing for them; I was dressing for myself.

      I opened the door to my bedroom and was surprised to see no demons in the hallway. I tiptoed to Minsi’s bedroom and put my ear to her door. With my faint wolf hearing, I could hear her slow, deep breathing. She was still sleeping.

      But where were the demons?

      Not seeing them worried me a little, but at the same I was relieved. It had been so long since I was able to walk around without being followed. The only places a demon didn’t come with me were the library, my bedroom, and when I went in any bathroom.

      I glanced at the other doors in the corridor. The main suite, which had belonged to the alpha and his mate—now Conri occupied it. Tyren’s bedroom. And the last door in the corridor … the alpha's heir’s bedroom.

      His door often called to me, but in the year I had been living here, I hadn’t succumbed to that call, to my curiosity. I had never entered his bedroom. He had left us here. He had abandoned us. Left us to suffer and die. He didn’t deserve my thoughts.

      My longing.

      A yelp reached my ears and I stilled. Hushed voices, a groan.

      The demons were downstairs with Conri.

      Knowing most of them were at least half-wolves, I tiptoed carefully to the stairs on the other side of the house, climbed down, and reached the kitchen. Half of the kitchen was open to the breakfast room, which had another wall open to the family room. I couldn’t get farther in if I didn’t want to be seen or heard.

      I flattened myself to the wall closest to the opening, focusing on their words.

      “… if not that, then what is your explanation?” Conri asked.

      “I don’t have one,” Draz said. He was one of Conri’s favorites but I rarely saw him around. “We’ve been searching for almost a year now, and we still haven’t found it.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath.

      This wasn’t the first time I overheard their conversations. I had talked to Rue about it because sometimes I thought Conri had attacked our pack because he was searching for something.

      “I won’t admit defeat,” Conri said, his voice tight. “We need to find it and soon.”

      “I’m doing all I can, sir. My group and I—“

      “I’ll assign more men to help you, but I want to see progress soon, Draz. Find a clue or a map—something!—that leads you to it.” He paused. “You know what will happen if you don’t.”

      “Yes, sir,” Draz muttered.

      Conri groaned. “Dismissed.”

      The shuffle of feet and bodies was loud and clear. I tiptoed back to the stairs and pretended I was just now coming down.

      Three demons walked into the kitchen and halted when they saw me. I opened my mouth in a fake yawn and ignored them, as I usually did, while turning toward the fridge.

      “Sir, Raika is awake,” Phell said. My usual shadow. My mother’s killer. 

      Damn him.

      I grabbed the milk from the fridge, a mug from the cupboard, and set them down on the large marble island. And then my day was ruined when Conri entered the kitchen with one of his big smiles.

      My stomach turned and my appetite disappeared.

      Couldn’t I at least have breakfast in peace?

      “Good morning, Raika,” he said, his voice upbeat. “Ready to make better choices today?”

      I filled the mug with milk and put it in the microwave. “What do you want?”

      “I have a surprise for you.”

      Oh, shit, a surprise from Conri? “I don’t want anything from you.”

      Conri gestured to another demon to come in. The demon nodded his head, grabbed a large box from the couch, and hurried to Conri’s side.

      “I have an appointment tonight in New York City,” Conri said. “And you’re coming with me.”

      I stared at him, sure I hadn’t heard him right.

      Two feelings warred within me. I hadn’t left the pack lands in so long. Most wolves left the pack lands to study and become something the pack needed, like another doctor, or a civil engineer, then they came back to live with the pack. This place was home. We were born, lived, and died here.

      Before the attack, my life was far from perfect. My family had been demoted to the lowest-ranked wolves in the pack by command of the alpha many years before I was born. We had been shunned, scorned, and bullied. There were times when I wished I could leave.

      But no one could without a specific order from the alpha. The previous alpha had hated my family with every inch of his soul, so I had been sure I would never leave.

      Until now.

      But why did Conri want me to come with him to some appointment? In New York City? That was … so far away! Besides, I didn’t want to go anywhere with him, even if that meant leaving the pack lands for a while.

      I also couldn’t leave Minsi behind. 

      “You’re nuts.” I gave him my back and reached for the ground coffee in the cupboard.

      I never touched the knob on the cupboard’s door.

      Conri's hand closed around a good chunk of my long hair and pulled it down and toward him. I did my best not to yelp and let him know how much that hurt. 

      “I don’t think you understand, little wolf. I’m not giving you an option. You are coming with me.” He pulled my hair more, forcing me closer. I gritted my teeth and endured the pain in my scalp, in my neck for being twisted in an awkward angle, in my chest for being this close to the devil. He sniffed at me, almost touching his nose to my cheek, making my insides recoil in disgust. Conri jerked his chin toward the demon with the box. “Take that to her bedroom.” He looked at me again. “That’s your dress. Be ready at noon.”

      He let me go and I braced my hand on the island, doing my best to contain my rage. There were sharp knives in this kitchen. I could easily cut him.

      Kill him.

      But then I was sure his wolves would kill me, kill Minsi, and probably kill the rest of the pack.

      “What about Minsi?” I asked at his retreating form.

      “Rue will stay with her,” was all he said before walking away.

      I grabbed the mug with both hands and counted to ten … fifteen … thirty. I almost threw the mug at his back. It would only get me in more trouble.

      Not hungry anymore, I dumped the milk in the sink and put the mug in the dishwasher. Since my morning was ruined and I wouldn’t have much time to finish my chores before having to leave with the devil, I needed to start ASAP.

      I went upstairs and woke up Minsi so she could have breakfast and we could start her lessons—with demons following our every step.
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      I buttoned up the dark green shirt and glanced at myself in the full-length mirror. I looked good as hell, but when I stared at my eyes for too long, I could see past the mask I wore all the time.

      For the longest time, my pack, the Nightshade, had been allied to several other packs in the region, and also to a local witch coven—the Nightmist witches. We had always joked the similar names was a sign, that our alliance was unbreakable. But almost a year ago, after a misunderstanding, the Nightmist witches turned on us. Along with wolf-demons, they attacked us by surprise.

      And killed my entire pack.

      My father, my mother, my younger brother and sister. My friends.

      My mate.

      Sick as they were, the witches took me to their coven and left me to rot in their dungeons. In the beginning, they tortured me, but after a while, they seemed to forget I was there. For days, they would fail to feed me.

      Closing my eyes, I shook my head.

      No, it didn’t do well to dwell in the past.

      About six months ago, I had been rescued. I now lived in DuMoir Castle, where the most powerful vampire coven on this side of the globe resided. Witches were here too, all part of the Silverblood coven, because Lord Drake, the leader of the vampires, was mated to Thea, the Witch Queen of the Silverblood witches.

      They had welcomed me without question, and I would always be thankful for that.

      Killian and Lavinia, the vampires who had orchestrated my rescue and helped me get away from the Nightmist witches, also lived here, and they had become my good friends.

      And tonight, they planned on taking me to a hidden supernatural nightclub in New York City because I needed to relax a little—according to Lavinia. I teased her, saying she hadn’t been watching me. I had been flirting with many of the females in the castle, and whenever there was a party, I danced and charmed a handful of them. I was relaxed.

      “That’s what you want everyone to think,” she said.

      Well, apparently I wasn’t fooling everyone as I first thought.

      While at DuMoir Castle, Lord Drake had assigned me roles like anyone else who joined the coven. I often patrolled the forest behind the castle with Killian, though I always shifted in my wolf form for that.

      Once or twice, Lord Drake had asked me to talk wolf shifter business with him, but I told him no. I didn’t want to know anything else about wolf shifters, even if I was still one. I wanted to live here, do the job I was assigned, and forget the past.

      A knock came from my chamber's door.

      My lips tugged up. Chambers. Though the house where I grew up had been big, I had never lived in a castle before. I called this place my bedroom, or suite since it had an adjacent bathroom … but here everyone said “chambers.”

      All right, it was cool living with these vampires and witches, but there were things that would be hard to get used to.

      I opened the door and showed Killian and Lavinia my cockiest grin.

      Lavinia rolled her eyes. The beautiful vampire had been a witch not even six months ago, and somehow she had retained her witchy powers after turning. A rarity, according to all.

      Killian narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re not flirting with my mate, are you?”

      “Maybe,” I teased. “Why? Are you afraid she’ll leave you for me?”

      Killian slapped my shoulder—harder than needed.

      “Ready to go?” Lavinia asked.

      Nodding, I stepped out of my chambers and closed the door behind me.

      With a wicked grin of her own, Lavinia sauntered down the hallway.

      “What’s up with her?” I asked Killian as we followed his mate.

      “It’s also her first time going to a supernatural nightclub.”

      I frowned. “How many have you been to?”

      “Quite a few, but … not in the last twenty years. Who knows what has changed since then?”

      I nodded.

      Prince Killian of DuMoir Castle had been locked inside a magical box for twenty years. He had been lost in a monster realm, where time went by a lot slower, and Lavinia had been the one to rescue him. It had practically been love at first sight—though neither of them admitted it.

      We were a little over two hours north of New York City, but the trip in Killian’s new Porsche Taycan had been smooth and fast—so far, I hadn’t met one vampire who respected speed limits.

      The club was located in Manhattan, off Broadway Avenue. A conspicuous six-floor parking garage building at street level. We parked there and then a set of secret elevators in the back of the garage took us below ground to the club’s main entrance.

      The elevators opened to a large room with a beige stone floor and a wooden sliding door on the other side, where three huge men stood. If I had to guess, they were either demons or some other kind of supernatural.

      As we approached them, Killian flashed them a golden coin—stamped with the same W that was on the sliding door.

      One of the demons took the coin and pulled the door open.

      Beyond it was pure darkness. And no sound.

      “Are we in the right place?” I whispered.

      Killian nodded. Holding hands, Killian and Lavinia stepped into the darkness. Curious, I went in after them and stepped onto a landing. Beyond the landing, the nightclub stretched on forever. Down a set of stairs, the space opened and a huge crowd danced to music that boomed and shook the floor and walls. To the right, a long bar disappeared in the vastness of the place. To the left, round tables and stools dotted the edges of the dance floor, and beyond that, low couches lined the wall.

      In the back, a set of wide stone stairs led up to balconies overlooking the dance floor. The VIP areas. I wondered how you got one of those. The most powerful of the supernatural, the privileged? All Killian had to do was use his title and he would be given the best of the VIP areas.

      Killian and Lavinia led us to the left toward a familiar face at one of the round tables—Twyla. The shadow fae had spent twenty years in the monster realm and Lavinia had rescued her when we escaped the Nightmist witches. It had been a mess, but we had all made it through.

      And now Twyla was here with her mate, Daleigh, Lord of the Frost Court in the fae realm. We greeted them like old friends, but Lavinia and Twyla left us to dance. Even though the guys’ attention was on their mates, they made for good company—quiet, serious, not too curious. We ordered drinks and loaded french fries and made small talk.

      I appreciated them inviting me, but I felt like a fifth wheel. Twyla said she had tried reaching Ariella, a fallen angel with a long history with DuMoir Castle and their friends, but couldn’t. Ariella was on a mission to recover her wings from the demons who took them, and she was often unreachable because of that.

      At some point, the guys went to the dance floor with their mates and I was left alone at our table. I was glad for the break. I didn’t need them babysitting me all the time.

      I glanced to the side, trying to guess everyone’s species. Wolf shifters weren’t the best at that unless we could smell them, and even then, it could be tricky. But here, with the heavy scent of alcohol, perfume, and sweat, it was impossible.

      A group of girls caught my attention to my right. One of them, a brunette, smiled at me and I couldn’t help but smile back. It was automatic at this point.

      The brunette batted her lashes at me, and I let my smile turn wolfish. Her friends poked her and she shook her head at them. I strained my hearing, but with the loud music and incessant chatter, I only picked up a few words.

      “… go …”

      “… he’s cute …”

      “… have fun …”

      After taking a long sip of her drink, the brunette rounded her table and walked toward me.

      “Mind if I join you?” she asked, touching the empty stool beside the one I occupied.

      I gestured to the stool. “Please do.” She was prettier up close with small, hazel eyes and pink-painted lips. I leaned closer to her. “Tell me, you and your friends are vampires, right? That’s the only explanation for how pretty you are.” Her cheeks turned red. “Oh, I see you aren’t.”

      She stared at me for a moment, being coy or pretending.

      Just like I was.

      Like I always had most of my life.

      This girl was pretty and it was fun to flirt, but despite all the rumors going around DuMoir Castle, I hadn’t taken any woman to my bed. Or men for that matter.

      I wouldn’t start now.

      “Actually, we are—“

      A shadow moved several feet behind the girl and something in my gut tightened. I rose from the stool to take a better look. The shadow, now with more shape, weaved between the tables and stools, walking away.

      Long, wavy black hair, average height, slim but with the right amount of curves, especially under that tiny black dress. She glanced over her shoulder, to the VIP area upstairs, and I got a side profile of her face.

      Fair skin, high cheekbones, delicate nose …

      I stopped breathing.

      It couldn’t be. I had to be dreaming.

      A pull tugged deep inside my chest. My heart hammered against my rib cage, and I almost lost my shit when she disappeared from my sight.

      “Hm, what’s going on?” the brunette stepped in front of me.

      Shit, I had forgotten all about her.

      “Excuse me,” I said, but once again, she was already gone from my mind.

      I glanced around, desperately trying to find her.

      Because it was her. It had to be.

      Even though I knew she was dead.

      My mate.
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      I pulled down on the black dress, trying to cover more of my thighs, but it was impossible. This thing was short and too damn tight. The worst part was that it was a great dress for a night out; I was just upset it had to be like this.

      Wishing I could be anywhere but here, I grabbed a glass from the silver tray on the low table among the leather couches and turned to the metal railing. I drank a sip of the champagne and looked down at the throng of supernaturals dancing to the beat of the music.

      Some were easy to identify. Fae with their pointy ears, goblins with their short height and greenish skin … but most, it was hard to guess. I saw a happy group of young women dancing together, a couple of males in their midst, and I tried making out what they could be. Vampires? Witches? Warlocks? Wolf shifters? I didn’t know.

      But they all seemed happy, like they wanted to be here with their friends or mates, or whatever … having a good time.

      My situation was entirely different.

      I brought my glass to my lips and paused. No, drinking wasn’t a good idea. I couldn’t get drunk while out with Conri. He had respected certain boundaries so far. I wanted to make sure he would continue to do so.

      I dropped the glass back on the table and stole a look at him.

      He promptly smiled at me, raising his glass at me.

      I frowned, looking from him to the two men seated with him—I couldn’t be sure, but I thought they were wolf shifters, from one of the packs around the Nightshade. I bet if Lucille was in my place, she would have known who they were, but since I had never been invited to any pack event, I didn’t know anyone’s faces.

      Did they know what was happening to us? To my pack? Did they care? Or were they plotting with Conri to conquer more packs?

      Disgust rolled in my stomach. 

      I let out a long breath and glanced to the dance floor again, trying to distract myself with other thoughts. Like the fact that I was in New York City! I had read about the city in books, but I never thought that one day I would be here. Honestly, though, it barely counted. Conri had chartered a private jet to fly us from Prince Albert to New York. We arrived at a small airport where a limousine waited for us. I had seen a little of the city from the windows, and I even recognized Times Square and Broadway Avenue.

      I just wished there was something—

      An idea struck me as fast and hard as lightning.

      On the way here, Conri had mentioned that humans who knew about our world were able to enter the club, but it was rare. Which meant, all these people dancing, drinking, and laughing were supernaturals.

      Someone here could help me.

      But who? And why? 

      Why would a stranger help me?

      I hated the thought of working with witches, since all of my pack’s problems started with them, but who better to help me? To concoct a potion, a poison I could slip into Conri’s drink, into his gang’s drinks? I didn’t have any money on me, but the alpha and the betas had been rich. There was money in my pack. If only I found a witch willing to make a blood pact with me. I could promise to pay her once Conri and his gang were dead.

      It was risky. It was crazy. It was rushed.

      But this was my only opportunity. When would Conri let me out again? In another year? No, I didn’t have time to think this through and come up with a better plan.

      It was now or never.

      Inhaling deeply, I turned to the VIP area’s exit.

      Promptly, Phell and Gunner stepped in my way.

      “I’m going to the restroom,” I told them. I pointed to the end of the hallway that connected all the VIP booths and areas. There, right beside the stairs leading down, was the women's restroom.

      Gunner went to Conri and whispered in his ear. Conri glanced at me, then nodded. He gestured to the demons, probably telling them to stay glued to my ass.

      The first clue that I hadn’t thought this plan through.

      It didn’t matter. I still had to try.

      I walked out of the VIP area, my stomach tight, my heart speeding up. This was nuts, this was insane, and yet I couldn’t stop myself. It felt like a shot of adrenaline in my veins.

      I entered the restroom and the two demons trailing me waited outside. I went to the mirror and looked at my face. My blue eyes gave away my anxiety, my excitement, and my fear. I schooled my expression into a scowl.

      To pass the time, I reapplied the red lipstick over my lips and smoothed down my dress, checking to see if I hadn’t gotten it dirty or smudged anywhere. The two occupied stalls opened, the women washed their hands and left. Then another one came in.

      All right, it was time.

      Slowly, I opened the door and spied out. Phell and Gunner were a handful of feet away from the door, standing like statues along the wall.

      Two women more came in and I stepped back to let them pass. The first woman washed her hands. She would leave. I needed a plan.

      I smiled at her. “I like your hair.”

      She looked at me through the mirror. “Thanks.” The purple streaks shimmered and changed into red ones. 

      “That’s amazing.”

      “It’s my thing.”

      “You’re a witch?” What were the odds I would find one in here? Was I that lucky?

      “No, I’m a fae.” She brushed her hair back and around her ears. Oh, now I saw it.

      “Cool. What kind?”

      “Blaze fae. My hair is actually a burnt orange, but I like playing with glamours.”

      “That sounds like fun.”

      The other two women exited the stalls and washed their hands. I opened my mouth, ready to ask them if they were witches, but that felt way too creepy. However, they saved me the trouble when one of them smiled at her reflection in the mirror, showing off her fangs.

      “Are you all friends?” I asked, knowing the answer.

      One of the vampires shook her head. They headed to the exit. I moved with them. The fae moved too. I kept my voice low but asked other stupid questions, making them talk to me, while we all walked out the bathroom together. I somehow was able to keep myself among the three of them, and I pretended I was fixing something on my dress’s hem so I could keep my head low.

      I needed three seconds.

      The staircase opened at my feet and I dashed down, not even saying bye to the three females I had used to my advantage. Hopefully, the demons hadn’t seen me and thought I was still in the restroom.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I paused for a second and took a deep breath.

      So this was what freedom smelled like?

      I almost laughed since all I smelled was cheap perfume, sweat, and booze. 

      Despite my brief moment of respite, I knew this freedom wouldn’t last long. The demons would realize I was taking too long in the restroom and they would come after me.

      I didn’t have much time.

      I had read enough fiction books about the human world and the ones who depicted nightclubs sometimes mentioned someone in the corner or along the back walls selling drugs. I doubted it would be much different here—a witch selling potions for supernaturals who were willing to pay for a good brew or spell that enhanced their experience.

      I weaved among the round tables on this side of the club, my head darting around, looking for someone who fit the bill. I got closer to the back wall where low couches were and—

      Bingo.

      A woman sat on one of the couches, several small vials with colorful liquid in front of her. A man seated beside her got a blue vial, paid her some handsome amount of cash, and left.

      I sat in his vacated spot.

      “What are you looking for, dearie?”

      “Actually, I want something different,” I told her, my voice trembling. By the moon, I hoped she would help. “You see, I need something stronger.”

      The witch smiled at me, revealing yellowed and crooked teeth. “The black vial, dearie. That’s the strongest I have. But be careful. If this is your first time, it might knock you out for a couple of hours.”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t want a potion. I need something to knock out a half-wolf shifter, half-demon … permanently.”

      Her dark eyes rounded. “You’re looking in the wrong place, dearie.” The amusement was gone from her voice. “I don’t sell those kind of potions.”

      “But what if I pay and—“

      “You didn’t hear me, dearie. I won’t sell you anything.”

      My stomach sank. “Then point me in the right direction. Someone who can help me.”

      “You don’t understand, dearie. You won’t find anyone here. If a witch, or anyone else, is found with that kind of potion, we’ll be in violation of the club’s rules and that gives the owner the right to kill us on the spot. No one is stupid enough to try.”

      I stared at her.

      No, there had to be someone. There was always someone doing illegal things. Which was terrible, really, but right now, I didn’t care.

      For the first time in almost a year, I had seen a glimmer of hope.

      I wasn’t ready to let go yet. 

      “But—“

      “No buts, dearie.” The witch’s expression changed. She shooed me off with her wrinkly hands. “Now leave. My next client is waiting.”

      I wanted to argue with her, to beg her, to offer her my life in exchange for a solution, but I didn’t think she would change her mind. I stood and stepped away, freeing the space for her next customer.

      My breath hitched and the hope in my chest died.

      No, I couldn’t be done yet. I held on to the hope with both my hands and looked around. Someone else here was probably selling potions. Even if they couldn’t sell the potions I needed now, maybe they had something for later. I would figure out how to get it, how to pay them for it.

      I walked between the low couches along the wall and the round tables, my steps slow and unsure, searching for witches. The problem was, almost everyone in here looked devious, and I had no way of knowing who was a witch unless I asked.

      I reached the end of that area and paused. To my left was the entrance. My heart squeezed. I could run. Then I could find a witch or someone to make the potion I was looking for. Or I could find someone to help me attack Conri and save the Nightshade pack. Maybe the other wolf packs in the area. There had been a handful of them before, but I hadn’t heard anything about them since Conri took control.

      But what about Minsi? And Rue? And the others? If I left like this, who would make sure Conri didn’t hurt Minsi, didn’t kill the others?

      I pressed a hand to my aching heart.

      A force hit me so hard, my breath whooshed out of my chest. In one second, I was standing there, pondering about my ill future, and the next, I had my back against the wall, two hands on either side of my head, and a looming figure caging me in.

      I swallowed a yelp and died on the inside, sure it was Conri. He had found me and now I would be punished for my behavior.

      Then I stared at the face inches from mine.

      My breath caught.

      No, it couldn’t be.

      But it was.

      I hadn’t seen this face, this body, in almost a year, but there was no denying it. Dark brown hair cut short around a fierce face and sharp features. I had always thought his jaw and chin could cut stone. Smooth, olive skin, thick eyebrows and deep, chocolate-colored eyes that stared at me as if he was seeing a freaking ghost.

      Shane.

      The alpha’s son who had fled and left his pack to die.

      Minsi’s older brother.

      And my mate.
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      The moment I found her standing by herself along the wall, watching the entrance, all thought fled from my head.

      I practically rammed into her, spinning her around and pressing her back against the wall. My hands splayed on either side of her head. I caged her in, because I was sure this was an illusion and I had to get to the bottom of this before it disappeared.

      Raika’s light blue eyes rounded. “Shane,” she whispered. My name on her lips was like a knife to the gut. By the moon, I fought my self-control, but I lost.

      I embraced her so damn tight. I pressed my nose to her neck and hair, inhaling deeply. Moon above, how I had missed her warm jasmine scent.

      Raika stood frozen in my arms, but then she brought her hands up and shoved hard against my chest.

      I let her go, but I didn’t step back. “Raika, I—“

      “Stop!” Her eyes turned fierce. “I don’t want to hear it. I don’t even want to know what you’ve been doing, you coward!”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “Return to whatever hole you were buried in and stay there.” She attempted to step away from me, but I wasn’t having it. I placed my hands on either side of her again. “Let me go!”

      “Never.” The words were out before I made sense of them.

      “What? You left us to die!”

      “Left you to die? What the hell are you talking about?”

      Raika scoffed and crossed her arms, pushing her breasts together and up. That tight dress, that low cleavage … I was having a hard time looking at her face.

      “You know what you did.”

      “Apparently, no, I don’t.”

      “Is this some kind of sick game?” Her eyes brimmed with unshed tears. “When the Nightmist witches attacked the pack with Conri and his gang, you fled. Conri killed your father and you didn’t even try to win the pack back. You put your tail between your legs and ran. Like a coward.”

      I stared at her, sure I hadn’t heard her right. “Wait. That wasn’t what happened. Conri used his alpha command.”

      She shook her head. “That night … it’s a jumble in my head. I don’t remember details.”

      That night had been pure terror and chaos. I doubt any of us did. “Regardless, that’s a lie. Who told you this?”

      “Lie? Here you are, aren’t you? Free, happy, dancing in a damn nightclub.”

      “So are you!”

      “I’m not here by choice, coward. I’m here because Conri wants me here. And—”

      I snarled. “Conri? You’re here with Conri?” Wait … He had killed everyone from our pack and kept my mate alive? Why? Was she his woman now?

      A ball of fury grew in my gut.

      “Didn’t you hear me?” Raika brought her arms up, and for the first time, I noticed the bracelets around her wrists. Only they weren
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