
  
  
      
        
          HUNTED BY THE VAMPIRE

          THE VAMPIRE'S KINGDOM BOOK 3

		      
          Miranda Thorn

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          
        

      

    


  
  Your Free Gift!



[image: image-placeholder]


An ancient demonic king hell-bent on sacrificing his sister. The bloody coup he’ll have to start to save her. 
Nyx wasn’t always a six thousand-year-old vampire.
He was Dumuzid, a young man trying to keep his alcoholic stepfather from gambling away the farm. 
But when a drunken boast reveals his sister’s dangerous secret, and she’s taken prisoner by the King, he will make a dangerous bargain to save her life, even if it means risking his own. 
The countdown has begun. He has five days to assassinate King Jushur and plunge his city-state into chaos, or his sister will be sacrificed to the demons Jushur serves. 

Grab your free copy here or visit mirandathorn.com and sign up for my newsletter:

https://BookHip.com/FGFPJKS












  
  





This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.  

Copyright © 2024 by Miranda Thorn

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be used, including but not limited to, the training of or use by artificial intelligence, or reproduced in any form without written permission, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

ISBN: PB: 978-1-960557-09-4; e-Book: 978-1-960557-08-7

For more information, address: mirandaethorn@gmail.com. 

www.mirandathorn.com








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Miranda Thorn
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Thank you for reading!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1


I’d never been a party girl. I’d been a ‘stay home on Friday night and get ahead on your homework (with the extra credit), girl.’ I considered it the height of irony that my chosen ‘job’ involved attending every party in Savannah. 
I still hadn’t learned to cut loose and enjoy myself. Then again, that was a good way to end up dead at the parties I went to. Tonight wouldn’t be any different. 
The creeping feeling in my gut told me this would go wrong. I was used to the disorienting flashing lights, deafening music, and crowds being elbow to elbow at these houses, but the instant magical high from whatever smoke was floating in the air? 
That was new. 
Someone at this party was friendly with a witch. A witch who liked her mind-altering substances. Damn it. 
Unlike my friends, most witches didn’t hunt vampires. The McCormic coven’s vendetta against vampires went back centuries. One of their ancestors had been killed by one. They’d hunted them ever since. They felt vampires would enslave the world if their population weren’t kept in check.
Also, a lot of vampires tended to turn into ruthless killers, and when they did, you not only had a sociopath murdering innocent people, but you also risked exposing the magical world.
It was a pity more witches didn’t hunt them. We could always use more people loyal to the cause. It was high risk. More hunters tended to die than join. But some witches were pacifists, some didn’t care about the fight or felt it was prosecuting a vampire before they’d done anything wrong, and others thought going up against vampires was a suicide mission. It was difficult to disagree on the last point.
It took a savvy hunter to last as many years as I had. It didn't hurt to have connected friends. I was convinced I'd gotten this far because of Kori. 
That was the only reason I'd come with her tonight. I owed her. She'd kept me from dying more than once over the years. But I wasn't sure I could support her in this decision.
I snagged a drink, leaned against a wall, and kept an eye out. I didn’t look for Kori. She’d snuck around back, and if anything seemed suspicious about us, we’d get into trouble quickly.
Any other night, I would line up a target of my own, but Kori was off her game. I was making it my one mission to ensure she made it out alive. I’d keep an eye on Laura, but she could deal with anything she came up against. It was Kori’s plan I expected to go sideways.
She was here to kill her sister. And unlike my sister, hers wasn't a raging bitch. 
Everyone loved Grace. 
Had loved Grace…
Because now Grace was a vampire. A disgrace among Kori's coven. I usually wouldn't object to Kori killing a vampire, but I didn't think she'd survive murdering her sister. She should have let me handle it, but no, 'honor' and 'duty' were involved.
Stupid coven laws.
Then again, killing Grace wouldn’t have been easy on me either. 
As I glanced around the room, I caught sight of the woman in question. I tensed, but she was entirely absorbed by the male vampire who had a possessive arm around her. 
I saw the appeal. He was cute. Big, blond. Too clean-shaven for me. Almost like he should be some shiny 50s frat boy, singing acapella in a Letterman sweater, but clean-cut had always been Gracie’s type.
But under that, he was the monster that had murdered her.
I casually slipped into the next room, needing to avoid her. She’d know me on sight, and getting spotted in this crowd would end badly for me. 
My eyes scanned the room, and it took everything in me not to cringe and dart out. 
I had to step in here? 
The main feeding area. 
Goosebumps broke out along my arms. If there was any room to avoid at a party or vampire club, it was this one. Once you walked in, you were fair game. 
It all looked normal at first glance. Couples having passionate make-out sessions on the abundant seating. Hell, some might even be having sex. I tried not to look too close, but I knew one thing:
These weren’t just engrossed couples. 
Vampires were feeding in here, and I wondered if any of these humans would die tonight. 
These rooms always curdled my stomach. Odds were someone in here would make the missing person’s list in a few days, all while rotting out next to some highway. Friends and family would never know what happened. All that would be left of their loved one would be the video of their family pleading for their safe return on the news.
It was wrong—willing victims or not.
No matter how many vampires I killed, it never felt like enough. Not when I was standing in this room. 
“You don’t look like you belong in here.”
I swallowed a gasp and blinked up at the man who’d taken up residence against the wall next to me. I’d been transfixed by a hand. 
A limp hand. 
Maybe unconscious. Maybe dead. 
I hadn’t seen him sneak up on me, and he probably hadn’t been sneaky about it. 
He was handsome—light hair, eyes I suspected would be blue. In the dim lighting of the room, it was hard to tell. And he looked suspiciously like the man next to Grace. 
A brother. 
There were supposed to be three of them.
Now, this man was more my speed. A couple of days of beard growth. Ripped jeans. Black t-shirt. An effortless sexy, and he knew it, and there was a compelling intensity about him. Something that made him seem out of place at a party like this. 
I would guess they weren’t his idea of a good time, either.
He smiled and tucked a strand of my straight brown hair behind my ear. His warm palm brushed my face. He smelled fantastic. Oak-y, masculine. Like a good whiskey. I swayed toward him, almost like he had his own gravity. 
I took a breath and tried to clear my thoughts, but more enchanted smoke entered my lungs. 
My plan for the night shifted. I’d found my target. Or rather, he’d found me. If he hadn’t been related to Kori’s new brother-in-law, I would have found an impolite way to get rid of him and stayed focused on getting her out alive, but now that I had his attention, the best thing I could do was keep it. 
I’d have him so busy he wouldn’t realize anything was wrong until Kori’s job was done. 
Yeah, let’s keep him ‘busy.’ 
I struggled to keep my expression pleasant as the inappropriate and unwanted thought crossed my mind. I wouldn’t be keeping him occupied like that. I’d probably have to kill him. He was here to feed, and hell if I’d let him rip into me. 
I set my cup down. I’d emptied it anyway after I’d slipped my strength potion in. I had two hours to kill him and get home before the potion wore off and I passed out cold. 
Wrapping my hand around his, I pulled him out of the room, careful to keep my back to where I’d seen Grace sitting. “Dance with me.”
I might as well have a little fun while I was here, and I loved to dance. I’d been raised in ballet but had taken every other kind of dance class I could get into. Of course, it had been years. 
I was busy hunting vampires. I’d gone from dance classes to martial arts and weapons training. My dance skills paid off in learning to fight, but it didn’t hold the same joy for me. 
It had nothing to do with joy.
He grinned at me, and it didn’t reach his eyes. He wasn’t here to dance. He was here for blood. Well, he’d have to play my game before he could try for it.
He hadn’t struck me as the dancing type, but he didn’t argue, and when we started to move, he was flawless. I couldn’t keep the true smile from my face. Finding a guy who knew how to dance was like finding a gold nugget in a dingy gas station parking lot. 
While my experience with the opposite sex was fairly limited, I did know that when you danced well together, the sex would be fantastic.
We swayed to the music, and I watched his attention jump to the different parts of my body as I slid sensuously under the beat. 
I got in close to grind on him, and he put his hands on the skin left bare from where my tank top had ridden up. A sizzle of awareness traveled up my spine, and heat curled low in my belly as he ran his palm across it, fingertips skimming below the waistband of my jeans. Just enough to tease me.
I mentally cursed myself. I didn’t want to be aware of him. Aroused by him and every liquid move he made. He was a killer. He’d rip my throat out if he knew what I was.
I turned, and his warm lips brushed mine. Once. Twice. Damn that spark. I wrapped my arms around his neck and opened for him. His silken tongue tangled with mine in an intimate mimicry of what we were doing on the dance floor. 
What we could be doing in bed.  
When he lifted his head, the “wow” popped out of my mouth before I could stop it. 
Heat swept over my face. How mortifying. Like I was some high school girl with her first crush. His knowing smile made me a little weak in the knees, and I rose on my toes to kiss him again, but he pulled away. 
He grasped my hand and tugged me into a hallway leading to a darkened part of the house. Good, we needed privacy. 
No.
I needed privacy.
To kill him. 
And I’d keep my head on straight. 
He threw open a door, leading me out into the night, and I took a deep breath of magic-free air. For a dizzying second, it seemed to make the effects worse. 
I giggled breathlessly when he spun me and pressed me against the wall. Giggling? Oh boy. I couldn’t hold my witchy smoke. The next time I came to a party with that shit floating in the air, I was leaving. Before I could take another breath, he kissed me again.
The last one had been teasing. Exploring. This one was possession. Fiery burning passion. He hiked one of my knees around his hips, and I rocked against him.
“Let me make you come, Astrid,” he whispered in my ear before sucking on the lobe.
I tried to glue my thoughts back together, but he kept rocking against me, making me shudder. “But— I don’t even know your name.”
That’s your objection? The panicking, rational side of me finally decided to speak up.
“Jasper. I guess I’d better tell you if I want you to scream it.”
Wait. But how had he known my name?
Before I could push him away, a sharp pain pierced my throat. His bite! Oh God. 
But the pain faded as quickly as it had come, and a wave of sexual heat boiled up my spine. Impossible to resist. I’d been bitten before, a hazard in my line of work, but it was nothing like this. This crushing need for him. His hips stilled, keeping me on the edge. I rubbed myself against him, seeking more friction. I’d never ached like this. I fumbled for the button on his jeans but couldn’t seem to work the damned thing.
He lifted his head enough to mutter. “So sweet. I might have to keep you.” 
When his fangs sank into me again, my core clenched around nothing as the orgasm ripped through me. I just wanted him inside me. Needed him there.
He shoved himself away from me abruptly, and I crumpled to the ground, landing on my hip and elbow, barely able to hold myself up. I was dizzy and lightheaded. Everything had a fuzzy, dream-like edge. How much blood had he managed to take?
If he hadn’t let go, would I have let him take it all? 
He knelt in front of me, and I cringed away from him. “You made a mistake coming here tonight, Astrid.”
Didn’t I know it.






  
  Chapter 2


“You know who I am?” I winced and clutched my throat. Now that he wasn’t biting me, it hurt. The adrenaline coursing through my body was beginning to sharpen my attention.  
“I’ve seen you around. I’ve been trying to decide exactly what I want to do with you for a long time.”
What the hell did that mean?
"I've been watching Kori. I like to keep track of as many vampire hunters as I can find. Most of them are killing the bad actors, which is fine. Spares the king the trouble. But Kori’s coven? It needed further scrutiny. They have a history of torturing innocent people.”
“What? Like you? Because you’re so innocent?” I couldn’t speak for the entire history of Kori’s bloodline, but I knew she’d never hurt a human. 
His gaze darkened. “I was once. And I can really hold a grudge. When I heard their coven had left Europe, I decided to track them down. Took me a few decades, but I’ve finally caught up to them, only to find they’re helping humans hunt us. Just like the good ole days.”
What exactly had Kori’s coven done to him? If I lived long enough, it was a question to ask her.
“You and your little nest of hunters. It's been a long time since I've come across human hunters. It's a dangerous line of work. Most of your kind die quickly. But then, it helps to have a witch on your side, doesn't it?"
I glared at him. "Yes, it does."
"But it won't help you now. Is Kori here?"
I kept my mouth shut. I probably wouldn't make it out alive, but I wasn't going to give up my friends. My heart banged against my ribs as I looked for an opening. I’d need to be patient for the opportunity to get away from him, or I’d lose my chance.
His hand tangled in my hair in a blur of speed. "Is. Kori. Here? I mean, you'd have to be pretty hardcore to kill your sister. Maybe she sent you to do it? I've seen them together. It might wreck her."
He rose to his feet, and I winced as he pulled me with him. "She asked me to do it. I came in alone. It's too dangerous."
His eyes narrowed, grip tightening. "It's not nice to lie, Astrid. She came to do it herself. Anyone in her line would if she didn't want to be shunned for the rest of her life. I need to finish dealing with you so I can warn my brothers."
He sank his fangs into his wrist and pressed it to my mouth. Panic boiled in my thoughts as the warm blood slicked over my clenched lips, the copper smell almost making me gag. I clawed at his hand before reaching for his face. I'd take his fucking eyes out before I'd let a single drop in. 
To turn me, he would have had to drain me to the point of death before giving me his blood. But with the dizzying amount he’d taken, slipping it to me now would create a blood bond—a powerful, irreversible link between a vampire and his chosen human. 
You might get immortality with the deal. You’d be almost as indestructible as the monster you were tied to. But it was nearly slavery. You’d become a human doll for your master, with no control over your body. 
You’d get to live trapped in fear and pain while they used you until the day they decided to trade you in for a new toy. 
He released his grip on my hair to clamp it under my jaw, trying to pry it open. He pulled me closer, and I used his momentum to drive my knee into his balls. He shoved me away with a growl and hit the ground on his knees.
I tumbled down the steps that led into the backyard. My ankle crunched as I landed wrong, and I howled in pain, but that was the least of my concerns. 
My hand shook as I swiped at my mouth and spat into the grass. I stood, praying I hadn’t gotten any of his blood in my system. Anything but that. 
He shoved himself to his feet and strode stiffly down the steps. At least I’d hurt him.
“You’re too breakable to be playing rough, Astrid.” He winced. “Though the strength spell is a nice touch. You almost made me sing high notes.”
He tilted his head at the way I limped. A gesture of a predator spotting a weakness. “My blood could fix that.”
“Screw you!” 
“I’m sure we’ll get there. I plan to break you in for days.”
“Is this what you do to all the hunters you meet? Toy with them? Take them as your sex toy.”
He smirked. “You can try to make me the bad guy all you want, but you targeted us tonight, and you can’t deny that you planned to kill me. I’d stayed away. Alaric didn’t want me stirring up trouble. You weren’t hunting our parties, and a group of mostly human hunters isn’t a threat to creatures as old as we are. You’d taken out a few vampires that were the bad element around here. But you stepped into my territory tonight. You’re fair game.”
How old was he, exactly? Had he manipulated me with his powers? I’d been trained to withstand many of a vampire’s mental tricks, but their magic increased with age.
His eyes narrowed. “Your little friend Kori didn’t tell you who we are, did she? How old? You think I’m toying with you, but you let the witches play with your life. You’re expendable to them. Someone willing to help with the mad quest of the McCormic coven to destroy all vampires.”
I ground my teeth. That might be true of Kori’s coven, but it wasn’t true about her. She hadn’t mentioned his power because a witch wasn’t affected as easily. She had a lot weighing on her. It had slipped her mind. 
“I guess it’s not entirely her fault. I do work to hone my skills. Most vampires don’t. They’re content with whatever powers age brings them.”
“You made me want you.”
He chuckled. “No, afraid not. I made you come in your panties when I bit you. You wanted me first. But I have clouded your mind to other things.” 
Shit. That could mean anything. I took another step back, and my weak ankle wobbled, probably only holding up because of the knife strapped to it.
My knife! I wasn’t some defenseless bird with a broken wing being stalked by a predator. I was armed. 
I crouched and unstrapped the blade, but when I stood again, he was gone. Disappearing with that speed of theirs. 
I’d blown my shot at killing him. If he hadn’t messed with my head when he’d bitten me, I could have pulled the knife and struck then. Vampires were most distracted when they were feeding. Now, all I hoped for was to make it out of here alive. And not as his pliant little blow-up doll. 
“A witch’s knife.” His hand clamped around my wrist as his other arm locked around my chest. An involuntary scream spilled from my throat. “Of course, you have a witch’s knife. Let it go, or I’ll hurt you.”
He started to squeeze. I couldn’t breathe as his arm constricted, forcing the air out of my lungs. I whimpered when something in my wrist cracked.
I twisted my arm in his grip and grazed the blade across his forearm. He cursed, and my hand was free. I didn’t think I cut him, but the very touch of a witch’s blade could make pain sing through his body.
I jabbed the knife back repeatedly, hitting anything I could. I even grazed my side in my panic. Blood coated my hand, and I almost lost my tenuous grip on it. He flung me away from him with a roar. 
I stumbled but didn’t go down. I fled deeper into the woods behind his house as shouting and screams erupted from within. 
I glanced over my shoulder as I limped away as quickly as possible. The pain was so intense tears blurred my vision. It was hard to pick out which injury hurt the most.
He was down, clutching his middle, his head tilted toward the house. He glanced back my way, but when he pushed himself to his feet, he went toward whatever commotion was happening inside.
A branch whipped me across the cheek, drawing blood, and I turned my attention back to my path.
He’d let me go.
But he’d had my blood.
This wasn’t over. 






  
  Chapter 3


“Astrid.”  
The darkness seemed to moan my name on the wind. The trees swayed, leaves rustling in the warm breeze. It stirred my hair, rolling over my body like a caress. 
“Astrid.”
I studied the shadows of the tree line that surrounded the house. There wasn’t much to see. The porch light didn’t reach that far. The only thing lighting the forest was the moon overhead. My feet seemed to move without my consent, sinking into the soft grass as I stepped onto the lawn. 
I'd left the house’s lights behind before I could make out his silhouette. My legs locked up, and I glanced back. My home seemed so far away.
“Come to me.”
I turned my attention back to him. I still couldn’t make him out. Part of me ached to throw myself into his arms, but something kept me rooted to the spot. The creeping knowledge that if I went to him, he’d own me. 
“Come to me, Astrid.”
The world seemed to click into sharp focus, losing its distant magical quality. I remembered who I was and where I was in a breathless rush.
“I’m dreaming.”
The chuckle that rolled out of the darkness was rough and sexy. “You’re very well trained. Not many humans could slip through my fingers.”
He stepped from the shadows, and the moonlight hit Jasper’s face. “Come to me, or I’ll come to you.”
I turned toward the house and tried to run but gained no ground. Like my feet were stuck in quicksand. My breaths came quick and shallow as I fought for control. A cold prickling of dread welled up inside me until his arm wrapped around my waist. He pressed against my back, his presence warm and soothing, and my heart rate began to slow. 
I relaxed against his chest. “You’re controlling me.”
“I’m putting in a great deal of effort.” He swept the hair off my shoulder, tugging my head to the side.
“What does feeding from me in a dream get you?”
His lips caressed my throat. “Who said you’re dreaming?”
I woke with a start, sucking in a gasp. I sat up so fast I tumbled off the couch. I clutched my throat but only found the wounds I’d gotten last night. Those were disturbing enough but not new.
I sat there for several seconds, relearning how to breathe and listening for sounds other than my thundering heart. And then I heard it. The padding of feet on wood. The subtle creaking of the stairs. 
My heart thundered in my ears, and my mouth went dry. Was he here? I seized the shotgun off the coffee table and jumped to my feet before creeping toward the front door. I psyched myself up and braced my body for the kick of the gun. I could handle this. He was just another vampire. 
I jerked the door open, shoving the gun in the trespasser’s face.
Her hands were headed for the sky, but I lowered the weapon before they made it. Kori’s wide blue eyes stared at me. She hesitated a beat before her hands descended, like I might shoot anyway.
She looked worse for wear than the last time I’d seen her. Her blonde hair was in tangles and speckled with blood. She was wrapped in a giant black trench coat that dragged the ground—bruised and battered, with a bite mark on her throat. Neither of our nights had gone well.
“Holy shit, Astrid, you scared the hell out of me? Should you even be up? I heard you were injured.”
I stepped back and let her into the house. I glanced around the yard, my eyes catching on where I’d seen Jasper in my dream. The sky was warming. Dawn was coming. It didn’t make me feel safer. A lot of vampires could tolerate sunlight. Jasper might not like it, but odds were, he could be out in it. Capable of hunting me in it. And he could go for days without sleep while I was hazy and unfocused from the lack of it.
“Where is everyone?”
I flinched at the sound of her voice breaking the quiet and hoped she hadn’t noticed me examining the woods. I quickly shut the door. I should tell her about my dreams. She might be able to help me keep him out, but something kept it from my lips.
“I told them to get hotel rooms after they patched me up, and I woke up from the strength spell crash. I’m waiting for that vamp I fought last night. He threatened to find me. I didn’t want to lose any more friends to him and his brothers.”
It had taken some artful lying to get them to leave. This was my fight, and I suspected Jasper had plans for me—the others he’d just kill for being in the way. But try telling that to a bunch of vampire hunters. They gambled with their lives nightly. They didn’t fear death. They expected it, and they didn’t fear vampires. They just eliminated them.
She nodded. “Well, hopefully, it was an empty threat. I think if we leave them alone, Gracie will convince them to leave us alone. She got me out. Give it a few days before you call the others back. And, FYI, I don’t think a shotgun will help against Jasper.”
My grip tightened on the weapon. I wanted to clutch it like a prized teddy bear. She was right, of course. It would hurt a vampire, but it wouldn’t kill one. Not unless I got right under its chin and took out the whole head. I’d seen it done. Messy. And we’d still taken the heart just to be safe.
I limped into the living room, and I was so jumpy that even having Kori at my back felt like too much trust. It made the skin on my shoulder blades itch. I sank onto the couch with a sigh, trying to blow out the tension. Kori was my friend, not a threat. 
“Damn, Astrid. Are you all right?”
No. Definitely not. But there wasn’t a damned thing she could do about it. I wanted to tell her that I was worried Jasper had gotten some of his blood into my system. Even now, I might be under his control. I wanted reassurance that it wasn’t possible. Surely I wouldn’t have been able to fight him, even in a dream, if he had power over me?
But… witches could be dangerous. Kori’s mother had tried to kill a friend of ours when she’d been blood bonded to a vampire. I didn’t expect Kori to betray me, but… It was information I wanted to keep to myself.
“I’m fine. Well, I’m not fine. I have a sprained wrist, some bruised ribs, twisted my ankle, and lost a lot of blood.” I brushed my hand over the bite mark on my throat. “I know a gun won’t help, but I’m not in any condition to go hand-to-hand. Hell, I’m not really in a condition to fire this kicking bastard. I thought it might buy me some time.”
The other hunters had a witch friend do some healing before I’d made them leave, but it would still take time. I was still human.
A look of pure guilt swept Kori’s face, and I knew she’d found out about Laura. Laura hadn’t made it out last night. When I’d gotten back here, I’d sent a few hunters out to track her phone, knowing she’d need a lift. 
Once you killed a vampire, you had to get out fast. I’d circled the area half a dozen times, searching for a sign of either one of them, but I knew my strength spell would wear off, and I’d had to give up the search. The hunters I’d sent out found her body.
I didn’t know her well. She was new to the group, and most of us kept to ourselves for this very reason. We knew we were going to die someday. It was better not to get too close. Did she have any family? Was I supposed to inform someone that she was gone?
Kori would feel the weight of that as much as I did. More, since this had been her hunt. “Stop looking at me like that. I know about Laura, and I know you feel guilty. Get over it. We’re big girls. We knew what we were getting into.”
“But—“
“Kori!” My voice broke. I didn’t want to have this conversation. The cold weight of guilt settled on my shoulders. Like I should feel more for Laura. Like I should have gotten to know her better. But all I could feel was relief that I’d gotten away and fear that Jasper would come for me soon.
We were silent for a long time, each lost in our thoughts. Replaying the evening. Spotting every missed opportunity and tiny fuck up.
I finally couldn’t stand the silence anymore. “What about you? I thought you were dead. Interesting outfit, by the way. Looks like you might flash some strangers or go streaking.”
Neither of us laughed at my poor excuse for a joke, but it was laugh or cry at the moment. I’d rather make a joke than wallow.
She ran a hand through her hair, wincing when it pulled. She needed a hairbrush. “I’m injured, upset, confused… I think everything I’ve been told about vampires is a lie, Astrid.”
I sat forward, deadly serious now. It was unlike Kori to have doubts. Besides, what was there to doubt? They were monsters. It was simple. “What do you mean?”
She told me everything that had happened to her that night. How Alaric hadn’t wanted to kill her. How her sister seemed as sweet and innocent and loving as always, and she’d freed her before Alaric could make her a vampire.
“Fine, so Gracie is still the same person. But those vampires aren’t. They’re evil.” Jasper was toying with me. He wasn’t going to let me go. It was going to come down to him or me. 
I told her as much when she suggested we leave them alone. “You might believe that vampires aren’t what we thought, but I’ve had my friends and family killed. Those things are monsters, and Jasper threatened me and my friends. I’ll kill him if he comes after me.”
“I’d never say you shouldn’t defend yourself, but I wouldn’t hunt them anymore. They’re not the usual loners we deal with. If you go after them, you face them all.”
I started to shake. I could almost feel Jasper closing in on me. If I was up against his brothers, too? I hadn’t been this scared in a long time. Possibly since my family had been killed.
“Don’t worry. I won’t be going after him. He had me, Kori. It was the most disturbing thing that’s happened to me since I started hunting them. I’ll be staying right here, awake, waiting for him. So, announce yourself next time you come up the stairs. I’ll be going on very little sleep and might shoot you by accident.”
She sighed and stood. “I’ll be back. I’m not letting you wait for him alone. But I have to tell my mother I failed. It will be worse for me if she finds out from her contacts.”
“She’s going to want you to try again.” The thought filled me with anxiety. Kori wouldn’t take anyone with her. Not after what had
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