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  CHAPTER 1


I was dying. Somewhere between coming to the library and flirting with the librarian, I had given away my intent to lure her to her death, and she'd knocked me flat on my back. She straddled my chest now, her weight smothering the living breath out of me. My lungs collapsed another inch each time I exhaled the burn of used oxygen from my lungs and tried to claw in more air.  
She, however, seemed completely fresh as she pinioned powerful forearms against my breastbone. Honestly, I hadn't expected a librarian to be so fit.
One bony elbow dug in while the other arm slid up to my windpipe. She used her weight to lean in. "You goddamned whore," she growled down into my face. Long mousey brown hair dangled over my face, the ends tickling my skin. "You set me up."
I wheezed beneath her weight. It was true enough. But how she'd figured out I was setting her up as dinner for a vampire was beyond me. Probably that verdant imagination of a reader with the ability to leap faithfully into different worlds on a whim. Brava for her and her imagination coming to the rescue. But it totally screwed me over. She should never have seen it coming.
I squirmed beneath her, trying and failing yet again to find a weak spot in her wrestle hold.
"You're smothering me," I croaked out.
"Smothering's too good for you, bitch," she said, pumping her forearm into my neck. "Where did he go, anyway?"
I coughed. Good question.
It had taken me three weeks to realize that without a job, I couldn't pay my rent or any of the other lovely niceties a woman got used to. Like eating and using hot water. My landlord demanded the rent I did not have and my fridge was down to one egg and a jar of mustard. I beat the pavement for days looking for work and ended up with a migraine so bad I couldn't show up for my first day at a donut shop. In other words: I was in a pickle without even a piece of bread to eat it with.
When I caught sight of Magnus lurking outside my apartment building, I'd been relieved he was okay. I'd feared we'd dallied too long at the priestess's apartment weeks earlier. Dawn had caught him and me, and while I walked out of the building with a nasty threat hanging over my head, I wasn't sure what had happened to him. He didn't show himself for at least a week, and after his declaration that he wanted me badly enough to sell his soul to me, I was afraid he'd simply found true death in the sun.
So relief washed over me at first, then annoyance crept in as I realized I was not free of vampires at all. Fear came on its heels, because if he was lurking around down there, he had to believe Gio was coming back. Or he wanted to fuck me. I saw both as a threat for entirely different reasons. But it was the worry over Gio that drove me down to the foyer of the building to find Magnus lurking like a thief on the corner. Without possession tainting my blood, I was concerned that Gio might want to hook me back up to his compulsion and visit me until I finally expired from his attentions. Compared to that, the thought of fucking a truly hot vampire seemed completely sane.
Standing in front of the broad-shouldered Viking vampire, all fears of Gio washed away. He'd promised he'd hurt the original vampire and looking up at him, at his hard jaw and gaze so steely that somehow in the darkness it still held me like a moth, I didn't doubt it for one second. I'd drawn a long, exhausted breath and he guessed at my predicament. Maybe he'd been watching me long enough that he knew I was down on my luck.
Which was how I ended up trying to lure a librarian to her demise. Magnus had offered me enough money to pay my rent and buy a month's worth of groceries. Bad idea being beholden to a vampire. I refused, and he immediately pivoted to offer me a handsome reward for one single recruit. I never had to do another job again if I didn't want, and I wouldn't go on the payroll as a recruiter heading for certain death when I was no longer useful. The pay would be enough to flush out my purse for at least three months, long enough to get me on my feet. 
He just needed one woman. Preferably intelligent, with a verdant imagination and who smelled of lust but not of a man.
I mean. What in the hell was that supposed to mean? I refused, of course. I didn't want to be the one to lure anyone to their deaths. He said the vampire just wanted a taste. Not death. He was a picky eater, apparently, with a bit of a germophobe issue. What in the hell that meant, I did not want to know. I just knew it all seemed too perfect to refuse. 
 I wouldn't even have to lure the victim to my apartment. Just get her back to her own apartment where they'd have some privacy and text him the address.
Okay, so maybe it wouldn't be so horrible. Maybe I could I let my conscience mull it over. So when I cracked that egg in my fridge and reeled back with the stink of its rancidness, I decided. 
It took me over a week and a true moment of happenstance to find this busty clerk in an all but forgotten library. A librarian had to be smart, and to find one who was into women seemed a gift from the heavens. I texted Mangus to tell him to send the vampire to the library at closing, and he'd find the librarian there. I just had to encourage her to dawdle. Easy peasy.
I hoped wooing a shut-in lesbian would be like pulling panties off a hooker. I'd hoped the 'taste' would be akin to a hummingbird slipping its tongue into the heart of a flower and sipping on its nectar. I'd banked on it, like a stupid fool, flirting with her about Egyptian tomes and suggesting Cleopatra was gay. When, I offered myself to her, she blinked twice and licked her lips. A good sign if I ever saw one.
"So what do you think?" I'd said to her from my side of the counter, fingering the seam of pages facing me from a book far too dusty to have been checked out recently. "I've got a thing for books and chicks. I'm guessing you feel the same."
She chewed her bottom lip, obviously giving the whole thing serious thought. I'd prodded her further. "I know you want me." That was a gamble, but I was willing to bet the farm by then. 
"The stacks," she'd said, tilting her chin toward the back of the library. "I've always wanted to do it in the history section."
Of course she would. I'm no prude by any stretch, but my idea of kink was not lying atop a pile of moldering books or smelling the dust of dead wood gnawed at by beetles while a lesbian munched between my legs. 
But I'd be damned if I'd let all my eyelash batting and flirting go to waste. 
"History is just fine to me," I said, glancing up at the clock behind her.
"Two stacks over to the left," she said. "There's a sofa."
I'd watched her shut down her wicket and head for the door to lock it, waited until she had put her hand on the closed sign before glanced down at my watch. Closing time. Where in the fuck was he?
The vampire had waited till she had her hands around my throat, the lazy S.O.B. before he decided to show. At first, I worried he might have harboured the same old fantasies so many men did and would wait till it got real dirty before he tried to horn in. Turned out, he just wanted her hands occupied so she couldn't fight him off.
He took her from behind then and she gasped in my ear when his teeth sank into her neck. That's when she gave him old hell for about three minutes until he disappeared in a cloud of smoke that left me coughing. 
She glared at me with sudden realization.
So…not easy peasy after all. Because it took her all of thirty seconds to pin me to the floor beneath her. Seemed librarians were a lot tougher than movies lead us all to believe. Witness the busty chick sitting on my chest as my shoulders dug into the carpet of an old library, with the dusty smell of old paper and mold from the pile of books by my head warring with that of cigarette smoke wafting off her hair. She pumped more weight onto my chest and I wheezed out another gust of breath. 
"What in the fuck is wrong with you?" she asked. "What kind of woman does this to another?"
I shook my head. I couldn't exactly explain the whole horrible complex situation with her choking me. Not that I could explain it, anyway. There was no swift way to say a gal will do just about anything to keep herself above ground.
"Self preservation," is what I croaked out as shadows crept into my vision from the sides.
She snorted. "Save your own neck, right? Give the damn blood-sucker someone else's to chew on."
I wanted to say that wasn't how it worked, but then I wasn't entirely sure what Magnus had meant by a 'taste'. The thought of the damn fiend chewing on her neck made me queasy, and it fired up the guilt I'd stuffed into a corner of my psyche. What in the hell was I doing, really? This was sick. It was inhumane. It was evil. It was exactly what Sam had done to me and I had hated him for it.
I went slack beneath her weight. I didn't deserve to live if I was going to do this. No human did this to another. I deserved for her to choke the living snot out of me. The slackness lasted as long as my resolve. I really didn't want to die.
"Little help?" I croaked out before Amy—wasn't that her name?—tightened her grip. 
"The only help you'll get is a good hard push into the morgue," she said and I wasn't sure if the feral look on her face was because I was blacking out and seeing things, or if she really was furious enough to kill me. "I thought you liked me," she said as she squeezed, a little less passionately, I thought. "I thought just this once..."
"I did like you...Abbi?" I said, trying out the name to see if it fit. Her absurdly graceful eyebrows took a trek lower down her brow.
"It's Amanda."
I tried cough out an apology, but even as I was trying to stammer out the words, Amanda's hands suddenly left my throat and her entire body jerked backwards obscenely. I felt the swell of blood rush to resupply my muscles. Someone or something had yanked her off me, finally. I didn't need a second look to know who had. I just knew it was my cue to run for it. Fast.
I crabbed out from beneath her legs, struggling with her weight as the vampire pulled her toward him and away from me. His eyes held mine as he clamped his mouth over her skin. 
The disgusting sound of slurping met my ears. A horrific sound that would have paralyzed me in shocked revulsion if my sense of self-preservation wasn't already in overdrive. The adrenaline soaking my body lent me enough strength to stand and back away. My own experience had inoculated me against the shock of vampires existing in the first place, but even so, I had to tear my gaze from Amanda's horrible twisting and writhing as she fought the vampire. 
I admired her; I'd not fought long when Gio sunk his teeth into me, but then Gio had taken the time to slip beneath my consciousness as he stole my blood. He'd seduced me. This geek was taking her in a vampire's idea of doggie-style, and she was aware of each bit of blood that was robbed from her. My stomach heaved. Guilt and shame squeezed my chest. It wasn't supposed to be this way. It was supposed to be a taste, not a Roman banquet of gluttony.
Now she was fighting for her life one last time, kicking at him with her heels, striking out at his shins with ever weakening blows. 
She was going to die. In a few moments more, she would lose her struggle. I tried to find the strength to turn around and flee. I couldn't watch her die and I couldn't let her live. If I knew what was good for me, I'd run all the way back to Magnus's mansion.
But I knew her struggle. I'd not fought off Gio. She was fighting like nobody's business as he tugged at her the way a dog did with a thick and juicy bone. My stomach coiled into a dozen knots, twisting whatever liquid and sludge was in there into a ball that rose like a lead balloon in my throat. I had to swallow down the water that seeped into my cheeks.
"Stop," I heard myself say. "Stop; I --"
I ran. At first, I ran straight toward them with my fists raised. I'd pummel him in the kidneys. I'd yank on his hair. I'd bite down on his own damn neck till he let her go.
But she stopped moving by the time I got within a foot of them. He dropped her as though she were an empty bag of frosting, and he swung his gaze to mine and pinned me in place.
I swallowed hard. I knew that look. He was far from satisfied. With a sort of resolute understanding, I shuffled my feet to the right. I needed to get moving before he stole my desire to do any more than stand there and wait for him to sink his teeth into me, too.
So I ran again. This time, right around the corner from history to geography. My stomach rebelled as I fled, and I let go all the coffee I'd ingested that day along with what looked like Raman noodles from supper. I left it as a squiggly mess on the floor that pooled around my shoes as I tried to muster the energy to move again. I was still trying to quell the quivering of my stomach when I noticed the vampire's shoes skirting the edge of the puddle.
I had my hand on a stack of spines right about shoulder height, and I used them as leverage to find the strength to lift my head enough to see him standing there. He still had Amanda's blood trickling down his chin and his eyes had gone black with pleasure.
"Was that good enough for you?" I asked him, hearing the acid in my tone, and not bothering to disguise it. A life gone. Because of me. I didn't think I'd be able to look at a history book again.
I watched him lift a single finger to his lips and scrape the liquid dribbling down his chin up into his mouth. I swear he smacked as he extracted his finger, and the sound sent a shudder down to my toes. I backed away, some primal instinct taking hold of my muscles and shaking them into a good old-fashioned survival shriek.
I registered the fact that I was alone with a vampire who had just scarfed down a woman's blood like it was water.
And he would not stop at one taste. 






  
  CHAPTER 2


The vampire trailed my every step as though I'd dropped breadcrumbs on my hasty retreat. I tried to note each minute tensing of muscle in his jaw as I backed away from him, how much distance he was closing in on me, just how far I might be from the end of the stack and from there to the door.  
I needed to buy some time, try to find some way to give him enough space to find his way out of the bloodlust. 
"Should I call for a cleanup crew?" I asked him. I knew it was a stupid question. The look of hunger in his face was a clear indicator of how deep into the bloodlust he was. But Amanda's body would be found by someone eventually, and if it was, it wouldn't be long before folks realized I was the last one to see her. One patron in particular, a teenaged male had checked out some questionable material when I'd been tossing out my come on line to Amanda, and I'd unfortunately mocked him into leaving so we could hurry the process. 
I found the end of the stack with my shoulder, and the vampire was only a foot away from me. I was struggling, by then, not to turn heel and flee to the door. Some primal part of me understood you shouldn't flee a predator unless you had a decent head start.
I needed to find a way to help him come down. Maybe he needed to be reminded that a very powerful vampire had contracted the exchange. Maybe he just needed to be reminded of his bargain.
"Can Magnus look forward to further business?" I said, my voice a squeak that forced me to clear my throat. 
The vampire's hand snaked out for me faster than I could register and gripped me by the elbow. He pulled me so hard against him that I twisted my ankle from the sheer force of movement. I fell against him like a rag doll and had just about as much stuffing when his lips met my throat.
"Oh no," I said, struggling. "I've done my time." 
I tried to wrench free, but my protests had as much impact on him as a wet rag striking the floor. The sting of his teeth entering my skin sent me bucking backwards in a futile attempt to retreat from the pain. It ended up hurting even more as I felt my skin tear.
A sob slipped from me as his vice-like grip tightened. Amanda came immediately to mind. She'd found some way to fight back despite his incredible strength, and although it had ended up poorly, she hadn't gone quietly into that dark night. I thought of Gio and Magnus, and how each time they had taken from me, the pain had been a passing thing that transformed to pleasure so quickly I could forget the initial sting. This time, the pain was excruciating, and I felt every pull of the vampire's suction as though each ounce of blood was coming straight from my toes. 
Toes. I had feet. I could lift one of them, just enough to grind it into his instep. I could find it within myself, surely, to lift just one foot.
I had finally managed to isolate the muscles of my right calf and was just about to lift the two ton weight of my foot when the vampire's arms convulsed around me. He let go so suddenly, I stumbled backwards. I reached back instinctively, scrabbling to catch myself. 
Instead of wall, they found a hard-muscled chest. Magnus. His palm cupped my ear, pulling me close enough against him that I could hear his lungs expand.
"Don't be greedy Warren," the owner of the chest sent a rumbling growl over my hair. His words, though carefully measured and calm, held a note of threat that the other vampire surely heard even through his bloodlust.
I felt gathered in closer, managing to breathe in the familiar scent of earth and musk that was Magnus's scent. 
"It's not how we do things this side of the pond," he said.
Warren backed up, hands in the air as he shook off the predatory instinct. "I lost myself," he whined, and for the first time I realized he was British. 
"I understand," Magnus said, his tone shifting to a purr that might have fooled Warren into complacency, but I knew better. "The hunger can be difficult to control." He eased me to his side, then ever so subtly, palmed me backward so I stood to his right several paces away.
Warren relaxed so completely that I wondered if Magnus had the same effect on everyone that he had on me. The Brit's relief was palpable, and I imagined he felt as grateful for the understanding as I was for Magnus saving me. Even so, I couldn't help glaring at Warren from beside my lover.
I was still assessing the slack in the vamp's shoulders when Magnus's arm shot out and grabbed him by the throat. Warren lifted high against the stacks beneath Magnus's grip. He had no time to protest. I don't think he even had time to form a surprised expression. Two seconds after being lifted from his feet, the vampire's head fell from his shoulders and rolled toward my puddle of sick. My entire body shuddered, then went still with shock as the adrenaline abandoned me. I all but sank to my knees, but steeled my legs with the barest of determination. The last thing I wanted to do was collapse. I feared I'd never get up again. My breath quivered out of me.
Magnus turned to me, drawing my attention away from that grisly head so close to my feet. "Come with me," he said.
I swallowed forcefully, hoping to put some suppleness into my dry throat. "You're angry."
"Damned right," he said, pulling a cell phone from his jacket pocket and bending over it. I watched those calloused fingers play over the keyboard with my own anger rising.
"You're angry," I said, stressing the pronoun. "Never mind that I'm the one who should be pissed."
He swung his cobalt gaze to mine. "You? What do you have to be pissed at?"
"I was just about to give him hell, for one," I said, jerking my chin at Warren's carcass.
Magnus snorted, raising my ire even more because I had been relieved at his rescue and he knew it. 
I leaned against the stack of books, letting the heavy shelving hold me upright. "And you paired me with a sociopath, for two."
His fingers tapped out some mindless message even as he spoke. "That's why I followed you." So matter-of-fact, so composed.
I almost gagged on my fury. "You—you knew?" I'd used the term loosely, not literally, and here he was confirming it so patiently I might have been a child. "You let me recruit for a—"
"Sociopath, yes," he said. "Even in our world we have them." He looked almost thoughtful, a languid realization playing over his rugged features. "More so, actually, than in your world. Turning can make even the kindest man a monster. "
I blubbered out something that sounded like I couldn't believe his nerve when what I really wanted to say was more along the lines of sticking his head up his ass. He seemed nonplussed at my anger.
"You weren't in any danger, Jade." He checked his phone again, and the act near sent me rabid.
"You thought you'd let him have me for dessert, is that it?" I hated the way my voice rose in pitch, but dammit, that was never part of the deal.
"I took his head, didn't I?" He sounded confused, as though I were missing the point altogether, then he toed the body with his shoe-tip. "It won't last long, though. We'll have to sunburn him." 
He sighed, frustrated, and I found myself barreling toward him and driving my head into his stomach. The force of my weight combined with the surprise of it thrust him three feet backwards and onto the floor. I had the feeling he let me take him down, and as I lay on top of him, I scrabbled up his chest with crabbing fingers. I wanted his throat. I wanted his mouth, his teeth, I wanted his eyeballs. Anything. I'd settle for ramming my finger up his nose so long as he got some pain out of it.
It lasted all of ten seconds. He had me flipped over onto my back and things… shifted. I saw possession in his gaze as he peered down at me. His breath came in ragged gusts that I knew had nothing to do with exertion. My legs all but sagged open when he ran his palm down my ribcage and paused at the curve of my breast. I thought he'd inch it sideways, cup the fullness, but he just held my gaze for a long moment, a question in his eyes.
I sent my knee into his groin.
Lucky for him, he moved in time; unlucky for me, he used the movement to clamp his teeth on my throat without breaking the surface.
"I love your fire, Jade," he murmured against my skin, sending a trill of cool air into my hairline. "But I don't think I'll let you kick me in the balls again."
"It wasn't me who did that to you the first time," I said, the old anger bubbling back up as I recalled how weeks before Ismé had taken control of my body just as I was about to give myself to Magnus. As Aisha's former lesbian lover, Ismé hadn't taken well to the notion of being in a body that was about to make love to a man, much less a vampire. She had responded with that knee to the groin and he didn't even realize I was lost deep inside myself, screaming at him to notice the body in his arms wasn't controlled by me. 
I hadn't realized I was still harboring that resentment till right then.
"Funny, isn't it?" he murmured as he released the pinch of skin he'd gathered between his teeth. 
His breath was a blast of heat that sang its way down my spine, and my chest trembled beneath his weight. That thrill annoyed me because it spoke volumes about me that I didn't want to consider. "If you find anything funny in this, you're a sociopath, too."
He chuckled darkly. "I never confessed to being otherwise. But what I find funny is that you still want me, even with a vampire's decapitated head lying inches from yours."
"I don't want you," I ground out between clenched lips.
"You lie." 
I slinked backwards like an inchworm. "It's not the dead vampire that disgusts me," I muttered. "A woman is dead over there. If you think I'm horny, you aren't just a sociopath, you're a fool."
A sigh moved through him and he slid off me so fluidly I barely felt his weight shift. "I hadn't forgotten the dead woman," he said as he stood. His voice lost its sense of humoured indulgence. "It's just that you overestimate the value we place on mortals. Would you deny yourself a bit of pleasure if a half-eaten peach sat on your nightstand?"
I flipped onto my knees, head hanging between my shoulders as I fought the image of poor Amanda as a half eaten peach. "You're fucking soulless." 
"Indeed," he murmured as his fingers hooked my elbow. "And thankfully so or I'd never eat. But if it bothers you, then I shall do what I can to remedy it. I'm a monster, but not that kind of monster."
I tried to swat away his hand as it tugged on my arm, but he pulled me to my feet anyway, my weak attempts to shove him off me nothing more than a mosquito buzzing around his shoulder. 
"You'll feel better once she's gone," he said. "Then you can forget this ever happened."
I jerked out of his grip to glare at him. "You lied to me," I said. "That wasn't a 'taste' what he did to her. He fucking tore her throat out." 
"What did you expect of me, Jade?" he said. "You wouldn't take my money. You wouldn't agree to recruit for me."
"Because I'm not a sociopath," I said and clutched at the shelving beside me as a wave of nausea twisted through my stomach. I'd led a woman to her death. A horrible death. Magnus might think I'd forget it, but I knew I never would. I'd see her betrayed expression for the rest of my days.
He took a step toward me, and I held up my hand to hold him off. "Don't," I said. "Don't come near me."
"It's not your fault what happened to her. It's mine. I bear the full weight."
My head snapped up. "Something didn't just happen to her. She was murdered. Your client fucking killed her." I gripped my stomach again.
His lips pressed together in determined patience. "You keep saying that and you'll never get over it."
My hands went to my hair, scraping through to grip my crown. "Just. Stop. Talking." I dropped my head back to rest on the shelving. A book's spine dug into my occipital bone. "I can't believe I did this. I can't believe I let myself get talked into this. What if—"
The sound of a door clicking closed snared my attention. A soft rustle of movement spilled through the air and in that second I heard it, I forgot all my regrets. All I could think about was my own pitiful hide, and I leapt for Magnus. 
"We have to get out of here," I said in a harsh whisper, clutching his sleeve. "They'll find the bodies." 
Surely he could create some sort of fog, sweep me beneath his cloak, and mesmerize the intruder into thinking everything was perfectly natural. Didn't they have that sort of magic? How else did they hide from the world if not? Sweet Jesus, I was going to jail. Maybe I deserved it, but the thought still terrified me.
His gaze went to my fingers on his sleeve and a slow, infuriating smile threaded itself onto his face.
"You know it doesn't work like that," he said, reminding me that movie vampire lore and real vampire lore were very different. Hollywood might have lied to me, but I'd be damned if I'd let the intruder catch me in a room with two dead bodies, one of which was bloody and decapitated. 
"Fuck me," I muttered as I decided that whatever poor soul was about to discover the mess, they'd never remember a mousey woman if confronted with a six-foot Viking and skirted behind him so I could use him as a shield. 
He probed behind his back to find my waist and drew me closer. His voice was a drawling, droll buzzing in my ears. "Well, I was trying to do exactly that, but you refused."
I pulled my shoulders together, aiming for the least amount of body width behind him. "I fucking hate you," I said.
He made a sound deep in his throat that indicated he didn't agree with me. I felt his back shaking beneath my palms and the feel of it put a steel rod in my spine. 
"You're laughing at me. It's not funny."
He turned around and slipped his arms around my waist. 
"It's just Ana and her workers. You don't think I would let you recruit without making accommodations for... the mess?"
"Cleanup crew?" I guessed as I came out from behind him and took a tentative step to check if he was right.
"Ana will take care of everything," he said and laid his palm over the small of my back where it made small, enticing strokes. "We are free to go. Is your invitation to fuck you still on the table?" 
The way his voice rasped, with a low animalistic rumble, I knew he was feeling the primitive Viking instincts invade the primal hunter within.
I shoved him away, fury and relief comingling in a way that made my hands tremble. "I'm going home," I said, and with a meaningful glance at Warren's body, put a bit of ice in my tone. 
"You're overreacting," he said.
"Am I?" I demanded, raising a shaking finger toward Amanda. "That woman is dead. That vampire apparently is not, despite the fact that you managed to tear his head off. She fought him like hell and he hurt her. It wasn't a kind way to go." I struggled with the image and knew I was responsible. "I'd say you're under reacting."
"That vampire will be dead," he said. "Ana will bring him into the sun and he will die." Any hint of smile disappeared, replaced by a haunting fierceness that made my skin feel full of static. 
"Because you can't have club members eating the recruiters, I suppose?"
His expression hardened. When he responded, it was through a tight jaw. 
"Adon't give a fuck about the recruiters. They are greedy, egotistical bastard humans who are willing to lure another human to their death for the chance of living their miserable fucking lives forever." He inched closer, looming over me. "Warren will die because he touched you," he said with so much ice in his tone it made me tremble. "He will die because I swore to you that no one will hurt you again."
He watched me intently enough that I squirmed beneath his blue gaze. 
"You knew what would happen, Jade."
"How could I know what would happen?" I asked. "You said a 'taste' was all he would take, and Gio didn't murder me after Sam recruited me." 
I choked on the man's name who had initiated all this. My hot-as-hell date who had taken me to the costume party that ended with the original vampire clamped to my neck and siphoning my blood like he was stealing gas to fuel his car. I had to struggle to swallow past the lump in my throat as I remembered the feeling of impotence beneath that power. Amanda no doubt felt the same thing, but she had no saviour to rescue her. She'd died with fight in her body.
Magnus's hand snaked out to stroke my cheek. "No," he agreed. "You were not murdered. No human is murdered." He stressed the word for the second time as he cupped my chin and aimed my face at his. "They are consumed."
I almost lost my knees at the word. Bile rose in the back of my throat. My gaze swept past him to find Amanda and her broken form a white statue on the floor. Ana rustled over her quietly, wrapping her in some sort of shroud while three equally quiet men chanted silently as they sat cross-legged in a line behind her. She pulled out the little bag I'd seen her use before on the men who had invaded the manse, and when she injected something into Amanda's arm, I winced. It seemed so final.
I flicked my gaze away from them and onto Magnus, avoiding his eye and finding some space between his brows instead. I had a feeling I didn't want to know what Ana and her cronies were doing with the busty lesbian, my almost lover.
"He didn't kill me," I said stubbornly of Gio. "He didn't even plan to kill me."
"You were lucky, my mambo." Mambo. The nickname he used because I was dressed as a voodoo queen at his costume party. He wanted this to be over too, that was obvious. He tried to reach for my hand, but I shook him off. 
"Don't call me that," I said and locked onto his blue gaze with my own. "It wasn't luck."
"True enough," he said, and while he didn't remind me of why it wasn't truly luck, my mind went back to that night when the first vampire had decided almost too late to keep me as his plaything instead of killing me. Magnus and Ana had hovered over me then, filling me with plasma and fluids and electrolytes to help me recover.
I thought of the nights I'd spent at his manse, barely conscious, weak and afraid as he and Ana pumped life back into me. He'd asked me repeatedly if I wanted to die and he fought for me when I finally managed to beg for life. When Gio returned to feed his addiction again and he'd found Ismé in my body instead of me, his need for me drained with each ounce of my blood and I'd come closer to death than even I knew until just this second. 
The mere thought of it staggered me.
"I would have been--"
"Consumed," he said. "You know that."
"And now I just did the
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