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            PROLOGUE

          

          YORK, ENGLAND 1603

        

      

    

    
      Nye Saer leaned against the fence outside of York Minster, watching the stream of nobles done up in their winter finery enter the church for Sunday mass. The cathedral spire towered into the mist, the tip vanishing into the dense fog, but it only reminded him of the spectre he’d become.

      In the distance, he could see a group of peasants trudging through the mud, all of them making their way toward the smaller church on the edge of town past the green. York Minster was reserved for those with titles and wealth, no matter the doctrine of God.

      “My lord, the service starts soon.”

      He glanced up to see his faithful companion, Lewes, wringing his hands together nervously. He was only faithful because he made him that way. He had neither the time nor the inclination to win him over the right way, so he compelled the man to give him a friendly helping hand.

      “I care not,” he replied. “I don’t believe in your God, Lewes. He wasn’t around to save me when I needed saving.”

      He’d been a vampire for thirteen miserable years. A wretched thing that clung to shadows and preyed on the unwary. He’d been a slave to the night for a decade before he even found a witch who could help him feel the sun against his dead skin once more. A decade of darkness. Not that the light had made him fare any better. There was no God. Not in his world.

      For all the bad things he had been changed into, there were many good things. His body was perfect despite the scar marring his face. From the top of his right temple, across the bridge of his nose, and down his left cheek, a puckered gash severed his face, marking him as an undesirable. Unfortunate considering he’d gotten it fighting for the English Crown against the Spanish Armada some fifteen years before when he was still human. Despite his features, he was stronger than he’d ever been, faster and hardly tired at all. He was fuelled by blood and soothed by alcohol.

      Casting his gaze over the fog-laden village square, he felt her coming before he even knew the direction. He’d hoped she would come today. Perhaps it was foolish considering his circumstance, but he wanted it, anyway.

      Finally, she emerged from the mist, her delicate form wrapped tight in a dark cloak, her skirts trailing in the slush of last night’s snowfall. He knew her name quite well. Eleanor. Eleanor, who wanted to love a vampire. She had chosen him but in her lust had neglected to tell him about her coven.

      “Lewes,” he said. “Go to church, and say your prayers. I will come and collect you when the sermon ends…if I am still alive to do so.”

      “But my lord—”

      “Be gone before I make you.”

      Knowing what was good for him, the man scuttled away, joining the line of nobles entering the Minster.

      Nye turned and watched Eleanor approach, her long, curly chestnut hair blowing in the icy wind that had picked up with her arrival. A few flakes of snow spiralled around the square, and he couldn’t help marvelling at her beauty. Had he known she was a witch from the beginning, he wouldn’t have touched her, but by the time she revealed herself, it was too late. He’d already had a taste of her body and didn’t have the strength to turn her away.

      “Nye Saer,” she said, her voice sounding almost musical in the close air. “Vampires are not welcome here. You know this, yet here you remain.”

      “You weren’t complaining last week, Eleanor.”

      “Things change.” She traced her fingers along the edge of his cloak, her teeth tugging at her bottom lip. “You must leave or suffer the consequences.”

      “But you still want it,” he murmured, stepping closer. “I can hear your heart beating. No matter what they say, you still want me, Eleanor.”

      Her hand trailed up his collar, along his neck, into his hair, and she pulled him against her, crushing her lips with his. He had no control where she was concerned, and he kissed her back, taking her as deeply as he could in such a public place.

      “Come,” she whispered against his swollen mouth.

      Nye felt the crackle in the air that betrayed the power in her command, but he didn’t have it in him to deny her. Taking her hand, she led him from the square and through the streets until they reached the wood that bordered against the far edge of town.

      “What is this?” he asked, snow crunching underfoot.

      Eleanor dropped his hand and pushed him back against a tree, kissing him again. His body began to take over and he grasped her waist, spinning her around and pinning her against the trunk of the ancient oak. Something deep inside him said this was a trap. He should’ve known better considering in his last life he’d been a spy for the English Crown. He should’ve known they’d turn her against him. He didn’t want to be a vampire—he was cheated by a cruel twist of fate—but a part of him loved this witch, and that was his downfall

      He kissed her with all the passion he could muster, sliding his tongue against hers, showing her how much she meant to him…how much he cared for her. But it was never going to be enough. He felt the magic rising in her before he could pull away, and he knew he’d failed. She shoved him back, a look of malice etched into her beautiful features.

      Gagging, he stumbled, clutching at his throat. “What have you done?”

      “The Unhallowed will suffer your presence no longer.” She pushed him again, and he fell backward into the snow with a thud, his movements becoming sluggish.

      So they’d bade her to kill him, then. Strangely, he didn’t feel that alarmed considering he was well aware of what the witches were capable of.

      Eleanor straddled him, pulling out a blade and pressing it against his forehead. The sting of metal cut into him, and he hissed at her, but she ignored his pitiful wailing and continued carving his skin.

      “Such an unfortunate life,” she crooned, tracing his scar with the tip of her bloody blade. The stench of his own blood was overpowering, threatening to take his control, but there was nothing he could do about it.

      “So much pain,” she murmured. “I will take it away. I will deliver you, Nye. I promise.”

      She began to speak in the strange language of the witches, and the symbol she’d cut into his forehead began to sear with unbelievable agony. “Eleanor—”

      There was a gust of wind, and suddenly, she was gone. Immediately, the burning pain stopped, and he sat up, gasping for air. Nye’s gaze locked onto a tall man standing on the opposite side of the clearing, his hand curled into Eleanor’s hair. She let out a whimper as he twisted his hand, a sick look of satisfaction on his face.

      Nye knew the man was a vampire. He could see it in his eyes—the way the colour swirled from white into black—and in the pallor of his skin.

      “You know what you need to do, brother,” he said, forcing Eleanor to her knees. With his other hand, he drew a sword from under his black cloak and held it out hilt first.

      Stumbling to his feet, Nye took the sword, somehow knowing it was in his best interests if he did. Hesitating, he looked down at Eleanor and saw that her eyes were full of fear. She had no issues with taking his life, but when it came to hers…

      “The love you feel is false,” the man said. “End her and you will end your misery.”

      Eleanor’s eyes began to darken, her mouth twisting into a devilish smile. The air began to thicken, and he knew he was dead if he didn’t do what the man bade him. They’d both die. As the words formed in her throat, he raised the sword and struck with all his supernatural strength. He hardly felt it when the blade severed flesh and bone, but he felt his heart break…or what was left of it.

      The stench of blood was almost immediate as it splattered over the white snow, a stark contrast if he ever saw one. Eleanor’s body dropped with a thud, the red of her life soaking into the earth. Propping himself up with the bloody sword, he covered his nose and mouth with a trembling hand to smother the scent of his dead lover.

      Finally looking up at the man who’d saved him, he asked, “Who are you?”

      The man smirked and dropped Eleanor’s head. It landed in the snow with a dull thud as he theatrically dusted off his hands.

      “I am Regulus, and I’ve been watching you, Nye Saer.”
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      Nye Saer had been through a lot in the last few weeks.

      That was saying something considering all the things he’d experienced in his four hundred years as a vampire.

      He sat at the rear bar of The Good Mixer—a little pub just off High Street in Camden, London—nursing a pint of the swill they deigned to call beer. Things had been crazy, battling ancient covens of witches and three-thousand-year-old fairy-vampire hybrids, and now the London vampires were without a leader, and everyone thought he was the one who could take the crown. If only it were that simple.

      It was a month since his best mate, Zac Degaud, had left with the hybrid Aya to go to America, and after all they’d been through together, he was beginning to feel lonely. Ironic considering he was still stuck with Tristan, the thousand-year-old Irish vampire, and Gabby Cohen, who was one of the most powerful witches alive.

      Nye had forsaken all that he’d come to know to go against his master—the founding vampire, Regulus—to side with Zac, and now everything was in turmoil.

      Regulus was a tough act to follow. He’d ruled with fear, respect, and an iron fist. Crossing him was not an option, and those who did paid in blood. Being truly immortal and able to compel vampires had been a valuable asset, but Nye had neither skill. As the leader of the Six, he’d commanded much of the same respect and fear, but he had nothing else to fall back on.

      If he made a threat, he’d better be able to follow through.

      Playing with his phone, he saw a text message from Tristan saying Gabby was at the Hampstead house. He worried a lot about her lately. After Regulus had died, the founder left all his earthly belongings to her, including the mansion where he’d lived a vast majority of his recent life. Time was a hard thing to fathom when one was four hundred, let alone two thousand years.

      Gabby had taken Regulus’s death hard and hadn’t been herself since. Not that he knew her very well beforehand, but he could tell these things. A powerful witch who felt the loss of her one true love with nothing to occupy her time. It was either a recipe for disaster or nothing to worry about. He was still waiting to see which it would be.

      Anyway, how a witch could fall in love with a vampire like Regulus, he’d never know.

      “The Six have disbanded,” he heard someone say behind him.

      Straightening up slightly, Nye allowed his hearing to reach out and grasp the words of the heated conversation behind him.

      “The only one left around here is Nye, and I don’t know what happened to him,” a second male voice said.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “He changed sides, didn’t he?”

      “He helped that American vampire kill Regulus,” another said.

      “He’s a spineless traitor to his own kind.”

      Nye tightened his grip around his pint of beer, silently seething. How was he meant to command the whole city if this is what they thought of him? Gabby thought he could do it, and Tristan was prepared to back him up as his right-hand man, but what good was it if the others didn’t fall in line?

      He knew they wouldn’t respond to heartfelt speeches and bribery. Vampires like these would only listen to one thing. Violence.

      Nye had been born a good man but had become a bad vampire given enough time. Even when he was human, he’d learned to do bad things to make the world a better place. Sometimes, doing terrible deeds was the only way to get people’s attention, especially when you needed to get a point across in record time.

      Nye downed the last of his beer and slammed the glass onto the bar, his fingers itching at the promise of getting dirty. He tuned out the vampires as they became rowdier in their disrespect and took a deep breath. There was one seated directly behind him with the biggest mouth of the lot. He’d called his new master spineless. Well, something could be done about that.

      The moment he turned around was the moment they realised who was sitting directly behind them. There was no hiding the scar on his face—the scar that marked who he was. No, the moment he turned around was the moment he taught these insubordinates a lesson. There was a reason he became the leader of the Six, and it wasn’t because of his good looks.

      Luckily for him, the bar was almost empty, and since the staff was in the know about their orientation, the back was unattended. Flipping up the collar of his jacket, Nye was out of his seat. His hand curled into the vampire’s hair, and a split second later, his face was hitting the tabletop with a crash. Everyone scattered, and the men that had been seated around the one with the big mouth stumbled to their feet, eyes wide with shock.

      “Tell me the bit again where I’m a spineless traitor,” he snarled into the vampire’s ear.

      “I… I…” the vampire stammered.

      “Speak up,” Nye roared into his ear. “I can’t hear you.”

      “I’m sorry!”

      The way he trembled it was a wonder the asshole didn’t piss his pants. This one let fear overcome everything, which made him a liability.

      “Sorry isn’t good enough, mate,” Nye snarled, pulling the vampire to his feet while his friends stared on in silence. “Even your friends don’t give a crap about saving you, so why the fuck should I let you go? Vampires like you need to be made an example of.”

      “Please,” the vampire whimpered.

      Nye let him go and stepped back, letting his gaze run over the assembled vampires. They all stood in rigid silence, waiting to see what he would do. They wanted a show and something they could use against him, and he would give them neither.

      Darting forward, he grasped the smart-mouthed vampire’s head and twisted. His neck snapped with an audible crack, and he fell to the ground in a heap. He was dead for now, but the guy would wake up with one hell of a headache and hurt pride. Nye would’ve preferred tearing his heart out and severing his spinal cord, but what point would that make? He was aiming for fear, not carnage.

      Stepping over the unconscious vampire, Nye eyed the men around him with a dark expression. Without another word, he pushed the door open and left.

      There was only one way he was going to continue leading this city and that was with the most powerful weapon there was. It was the same for vampires as it was humans. Fear drove men and beasts to do what they were told if it was wielded in the right manner. This was something Nye could do.

      If he was ruling this city…tonight was a damn fine start.
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        * * *

      

      Nye slammed the front door to Regulus’s Hampstead home—he should really say it was Gabby’s—and thundered up the stairs.

      The walk back to the mansion and the lingering scent of blood had only served to rile him up even further. What the hell was he thinking when he agreed to this stupid charade?

      Thundering up the stairs, he shoved into the study where Tristan was seated by the fireplace. The knight glanced up and eyed his stature with a raised eyebrow.

      “Where have you been? You stink,” he said, wrinkling his nose.

      “I stink?” Nye exclaimed, pointing to himself.

      “I can’t leave you two alone for five seconds,” Gabby said, walking into the room behind him.

      Turning, Nye cast his gaze over the witch. Her brown hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, her matching eyes sparkling. She was in a mood, and he wasn’t sure if it was good or bad. She held a small leather-bound book in her hands that carried the stink of magic and age. If he wasn’t mistaken, it was Katrin’s grimoire.

      She sat in the chair opposite Tristan by the fireplace, leaving him leaning against the desk.

      “What are you doing with that?” Nye asked, nodding at the grimoire.

      “I’ve been studying it,” Gabby replied, opening the cover and running her fingers across the page.

      Tristan was still staring at him, and he didn’t like it when he stared. He had this thing where he didn’t blink for the longest time, and that wasn’t normal.

      “What?” Nye snapped when he’d had enough.

      The knight shrugged.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Tristan. Just say whatever it is you’ve got on your mind.”

      “If you let them get to you, they’ll see it as a weakness and keep tryin’ to exploit it.”

      He rolled his eyes, glancing at Gabby.

      “Don’t look at me,” she said.

      “I believe this was your idea, little witch,” he replied sullenly.

      “You’re meant to be this badass vampire, Nye,” she bit back. “So be a badass vampire.”

      “Badass doesn’t always translate.”

      “I’m going home to Ashburton,” she said, ignoring his quip. “Alex… Alex has some loose ends to tie up, and I’m needed.”

      At the mention of Alex, Nye stiffened. Alex was a new vampire, and mere weeks had passed since Gabby herself turned him into a founder. He’d been used as a weapon against the insane-as-they-came fae hybrid Aed. Alex was the only vampire left on the planet who couldn’t be killed by normal means. It took a special kind of magic to bring him down.

      But Nye wasn’t interested in Alex. The founder was on their side being that he was childhood friends with Gabby so no problems there. He was more interested in Alex’s older sister, Isobel, and wanted to ask how she was doing after returning to her studies at Oxford…but he wasn’t supposed to be interested. Isobel was never meant to be part of this world. Kidnapped by Aed before he and Zac could stop him, she’d already been put into more danger than he liked.

      “Then go home,” Nye said, putting the redhead out of his mind. “I’ve survived for four hundred years without you Gabby. I’ll survive a few weeks more.”

      “Wow. That’s so nice of you,” she said sarcastically. “But I don’t need your permission, Your Majesty.” She flipped through the grimoire. “I’ll be gone a week or so at most. Then I’ll be back to assist you with bringing order to this place.”

      “Is that what you dragged me back here for?” Nye asked. “I was in the middle of doing just that, you know.”

      “No, not entirely. I need to destroy the spell that created the founders,” she explained.

      “And you need us here for that?” Nye asked, raising an eyebrow. “Can’t you just rip out the page and throw it in the fire? Sounds easy to me.”

      “It doesn’t work that way,” Tristan said, butting in.

      “A grimoire is an extension of a witch’s soul in a way,” Gabby went on, her fingers tracing the lines of the spell. “And when a witch casts a spell, she obtains an affinity with it. When I turned Alex…”

      “It was a big deal?” Nye finished for her.

      “A very big deal. When I tear this page out and burn it, I’ll likely feel all of it. If it’s too much, it might…” She shrugged.

      “It might kill her,” Tristan said.

      Nye shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. “So we give you some vampire blood before your heart stops completely.”

      “Hopefully, you won’t have to,” Gabby said, staring at the spell. “But this needs to be done. Aya is the only creature alive who can kill a founder. If something happened to her, I’m not sure nature could find a way to balance out the difference.”

      Nye snorted. Aya was Zac’s love and was half vampire and half Celestine. The Celestines were the race that created the first witches and were all but gone, which was why they were forced to leave their magic inside a bunch of frail humans with corruptible hearts. Katrin was one of the first and hadn’t been the best choice if anyone had been around to ask Nye. She’d created the founding vampires and they’d taken the last Celestine, Aya, and killed her family. The Roman founder Arturius had changed her into a vampire, not knowing what he was creating, which was the key to their demise.

      For two thousand years, they’d all been embroiled in a sick, twisted game of revenge…all in the name of keeping the balance of power within the earth.

      “Then rip, little witch,” Nye said. “We’ll be here to bring you back if you fall off the edge. Then you can go on your holiday.”

      Gabby squared her shoulders and picked up the edge of the page. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and ripped. A gasp escaped her lips as the paper tore, her heartbeat quickening as pain flowed through her body. Nye listened and waited as she held the spell in her trembling fingers.

      “Shit,” she cursed.

      “Okay?” Tristan asked, leaning forward.

      “It was worse than I thought…” She swallowed hard but didn’t back down from her duty.

      Closing the grimoire, she placed it on the side table and held the page out toward the fire. Holding steady, she sucked in her deepest breath yet and let the page flutter into the flames.

      The moment the two elements connected, Gabby let out an agonised wail and fell forward. Nye sprang into action and caught her in his arms before she had a chance to hit the floor.

      Glancing at Tristan as she writhed in his arms, the knight frowned, but there was nothing they could do until the fire had erased all trace of the spell. Why witches always had to do things the hard way never failed to confuse the hell out of him.

      His gaze flickered to the fire where the spell was smouldering into ash, and as his keen vampire eyes observed the last of the magic fading away, Gabby began to settle. Her heartbeat had accelerated but never slowed, not until the pain was leaving her body. Either the spell wasn’t as powerful as she first thought or she had more power than any of them knew.

      “I’m okay,” she finally whispered, her voice wavering. “I’m okay.”

      “Shit,” Nye said, helping her back into the chair. “You witches are a morbid lot.”

      “Me? Morbid?” she asked, swatting him on the shoulder. “Says the vampire who drinks human blood to survive.”

      He smirked, trying to hide the fact that he actually liked Gabby. A lot. Vampires and witches were meant to be mortal enemies given their beginnings. It was the dawning of a new age in more ways than one.

      “Point well made,” he said, ignoring Tristan’s chuckle in the background. “Death becomes me, right?”

      “Still a smartass,” Gabby murmured, looking tired.

      “And I’ll still be the smartest ass of the lot when you get back.”

      “Thank you, Nye.”
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      The mansion was quiet without Gabby within its walls.

      Nye leaned back in the chair behind the desk in the study, stabbing a gold letter opener into the mahogany. A million and one problems to deal with and no discernible way to begin tackling them.

      Outside, night had fallen, the air had taken on iciness, and the witching hour was upon the city. Trouble was brewing—he could feel it in every breath he took—but he wasn’t sure where it was coming from first.

      Tristan appeared in the doorway in all his curly-haired Irish glory, and Nye glanced up at the knight. He had better have good news or at least a lead on someone he could kill. It was far too long since he had the pleasure of dealing the ultimate punishment.

      “What are you doing?” Tristan asked, watching the trajectory of the letter opener.

      “Stabbing shit,” Nye replied, rolling his eyes. “What do you want?”

      “There’s a prize fighter who’s stirring up trouble,” Tristan replied, getting right to the point. “Hate speech, anti-witch…”

      “Anti-Nye,” Nye spat. “I know what they say about me, Tristan. I’m a spineless witch lover. Traitor to his own kind. I did conspire to kill Regulus, after all.”

      He and Zac had killed the Roman, but Gabby had tricked them into believing the deed had actually been done. Zac had been prepared to die, knowing that if he took the founder’s life, he’d bite the dust along with him. Gabby had put a stop to that, not knowing the founder was the only creature who could end a larger threat, which was crazyass vampire-fairy hybrids. It wasn’t until Aed had bitten the founder that he actually kicked the bucket, but Nye would never live down the fact he’d been a part of the conspiracy.

      Regulus had been respected, and Nye…well, apparently, he was a spineless witch-loving traitor if the rumours were to be believed.

      “I think we should do somethin’ about him before it gets out of control,” Tristan said, eyeing him.

      Nye’s fingers tightened around the letter opener. “And what would you have me do?”

      “That’s not for me to decide,” the knight went on. “You’re the leader here, Nye. Not me. I agreed to be here to help, not use you like a puppet.”

      Nye scowled and imbedded the letter opener into the surface of the desk, the gold blade sinking deep into the mahogany. Things had been so easy when he only had the Six to worry about. Orders were handed down. He made sure they were carried out, and he was congratulated on a job well done. Now he had to compile those orders and gather his own followers to hand them to.

      Snorting, he straightened up in the chair and smoothed down his black shirt. There was only one thing he could do in this situation.

      Glancing at Tristan, he said, “Let’s go pay him a visit he’ll never forget.”
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        * * *

      

      The city was buzzing as they ventured through the darkened streets to the warehouse, which sat just off Old Street in Hoxton.

      The building had been spelled a long time ago by an unknown witch to be negligible to humans, which was a juxtaposition considering vampires weren’t meant to take favours from their kind. Nye didn’t know who had originally set this place up or why, but nothing about it pointed to the fact the spell was consented to. Most likely, it was under duress.

      The man on the door was the usual stock standard security thug. He was a six foot five, bald, mean-looking son of a bitch who looked like he delighted in dishing out punishment. Not of the kind they’d find inside…no, more like a tiny power trip that made men like these think their pitiful lives were worth living.

      Nye knew the guy was a vampire, he had to be considering the patrons he let in and out all night, and as they sauntered down the lane, the stench of blood and sweat began to seep through the cracks around him.

      The bouncer’s eyes widened as he recognised the two vampires, and he began to back away. Nye nodded toward him, and Tristan sprang into action, moving forward silently.

      Pushing the oversized man against the wall, the knight said, “You didn’t see us, understand? If your mouth so much as opens, I’ll remove your tongue and shove it up your ass.”

      “Very dignified,” Nye drawled.

      “Vampires like him love to lick ass to get ahead,” Tristan replied, still holding the bouncer in place. “Seems like he understands, yes?”

      Nye looked the guy up and down and could smell his fear mixed with the delightful scent wafting out the door. Patting him on the shoulder, he smiled condescendingly. “There’s a good boy,” he said. “Keep your mouth shut, and you’ll get a good show tonight.”

      He nodded, his head bobbing up and down eagerly. “Yes, sir.”

      “See, Tristan?” Nye said as they walked into the warehouse. “Fear is a wonderful tool when death is a normal part of everyday life. We may live a long time, but it means little when it can be taken away with a flick of the wrist.”

      “Much like a human life,” the knight replied.

      Nye snorted. “Enough philosophy. I want to see what this fighter is preaching to these imbeciles.”

      Keeping to the darkness, Nye averted his face as they moved among the crowd of vampires assembled to watch the fights that would be taking place tonight. Right now, he was the most recognisable member of the London underworld with his roguish good looks. His face was certainly a sight to behold.

      Before things went tits up after he’d sided with Zac, the one-time member of the Six Maddox had fought here. Nye’s lip curled as memories of Zac punching on with the vampire came to mind. Beating them at their own game was the only way to win allegiance with men like these.

      “There,” Tristan murmured, nodding across the room.

      Nye followed the knight’s gaze, finding a group of men huddled around a makeshift table that had been assembled out of wooden pallets and crates. Bottles of alcohol in various stages of completion littered the surface as their voices carried through the other groups of vampires present.

      One man was becoming more passionate as their conversation progressed, his eyes wild with passion.

      “He will drive us to ruin,” he was saying. “Siding with witches and allowing them into Regulus’s home. Taking advice from them.” Regulus had fallen in love with the witch he was so against, but he wasn’t to know that. “What has he done for us? Nothing. Our kind has splintered and started forming their own gangs, running riot in the streets. They threaten the balance with the humans. Soon, our secret will be out, and we will become the hunted. We need to hunt them. The humans, the witches, the werewolves. We are top of the food chain. Not them. We need to take it back.”

      Nye and Tristan lingered in the shadows, watching the scene unfold before them.

      “Diggory,” Nye said, recognising the fighter.

      “He’s arrogant,” the knight added beside him. “But his following is gaining momentum fast.”

      “He couldn’t lead his way out of a one-way street.”

      “That’s not the point,” Tristan
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