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      I hope you enjoy reading The Darkest Vampire!

      

      Don’t forget to sign up for my Newsletter to find out about new releases, cover reveals, giveaways, and more!

      If you want to see exclusive teasers, help me decide on covers, read excerpts, talk about books, etc, join my reader group on Facebook: Juliana’s Club!
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        THE VAMPIRE HUNT

        A Rite World Novella

      

      

       

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

      

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

      

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

      

      How well could this end?
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      The Darkest Vampire is the first book of a new series set in the Rite World.

      If you’re familiar to the Rite World, you’ll see many familiar names across the pages, along with new faces!

      If you haven’t read any books in the Rite World universe yet, don’t worry, you’ll be able to follow this story just fine—but I hope it makes you curious enough to go after the other books! ;)

      For more information on the Rite World, visit: http://www.julianahaygert.com/rite-world/
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      So this was the place that would change my life?

      I stared at the shop across the street—peeling gray paint, a rickety wooden door, a narrow window covered with twinkling lights. A precarious and rusty metal sign hung from the top with the shop’s name: Arcana’s Cove. I had driven from Forest Creek to Portland for this? I wrinkled my nose. This place didn’t look legit, but Rex had promised it was.

      I reached down and patted my boot, feeling my dagger tucked inside. I had received it from my father when I was eight years old. Twelve years later, and I hadn’t used it yet, but I liked to know it was there, just in case.

      With a sigh, I crossed the street, the cool wind of early September messing my wild hair, and opened the door. A bell jingled as I walked in and a heavy scent of sweet incense filled my nostrils. I glanced around. The place looked even smaller inside. A horrid pink and gold wallpaper covered the walls and dark stains covered the beige carpet. A small round table sat in the center of the room with two chairs, a red tablecloth, and a crystal ball on top.

      I frowned. Did people really think this crystal ball was real? Well, I didn’t know enough about the supernatural world. Maybe it was.

      A short woman with unruly black curls and wrinkled brown skin and ridiculous orange gown with too much frou-frou walked out of the backroom, the green beads hanging from the doorway jingling in her wake.

      “Welcome to Arcana’s—“ she started with a big smile, but when her dark eyes settled on me, her smile faded. “What do you want here?”

      I glanced around. Was she talking to me? “Hm, do you know me?”

      “No, but I can sense your magic,” she said. “It’s weak, but I know you’re a witch.”

      “And so are you.” At least, that was what Rex had told me.

      “I don’t deal with real witches, or any other supernaturals.” She gestured for the door. “You can go.”

      “No, you pretend to be a witch and exploit innocent humans.” It was a nasty thing to say, but it was true. “Look, Fawn Strain, I’m not here to judge you.”

      Her eyes bugged. “How do you know my name?”

      “Rex told me.” He had also told me she went by Arcana to her customers. Only a handful of people knew her real name.

      She bristled. “Of course he did. And what is your name?”

      “Lavinia,” I answered, telling her my real name. I had no reason to lie. “I just need some help and I’m willing to pay.” I fished the thick wad of cash from the inside pocket of my leather jacket and showed it to her. “All I’m asking is a few minutes of your time.”

      Fawn stared at the cash in my hand, her eyes narrowing. Usually, I didn’t have this crazy amount of money with me, or in my bank account, but I had stolen a fancy bracelet from one of my customers last week and sold it to Rex for this purpose only.

      “Fine,” she snapped. She took one of the chairs around the table and pointed to the other. “Let’s make this quick.”

      I sat on the chair and couldn’t help myself. I touched the crystal ball. “Is this real?”

      Fawn snorted. “Of course not. It’s just glass with LED lights inside. But humans think it’s great.” She frowned. “Enough chitchat. What do you want, Lavinia?”

      I let out a long breath. “When I was eleven, my mother put some sort of spell on me, like a blood promise, I think. She made me promise I would keep my magic hidden and only use it when it was absolutely necessary.” She had also made me promise I was going to live like a human and forget the supernatural world existed, but those had been only verbal. I hoped.

      Fawn reached over and took my hands in hers. She turned them around, as if she could see inside them, at the weak magic running through my veins. “If it was a blood promise, I don’t think I can break it. Only your mother can.”

      I was afraid of that, but … “I’m not sure it was a blood promise. I was young and didn’t know much about magic.” I still didn’t, but Fawn didn’t need to know about that. “Can you at least try?” For the amount of money I was offering her, I really hoped so.

      The witch exhaled through her nose. “Fine.” She placed my hands on the table and rested hers over mine. She closed her eyes and started chanting under her breath.

      A rumble of magic charged the air and I gasped. I rarely felt magic like this, like it was a current of air that brushed my skin. The hairs on my arms stood on end and I glanced around, as if I could see it. But there was nothing there. It was just magic.

      My attention snapped back to Fawn as her chanting sped up. Her brows curled down in concentration. A jolt of magic raced up my arms and I bit my tongue not to yelp. My impulse was to pull my hands back, but Fawn held them in place.

      “Don’t move,” she whispered between the chanting.

      I stood still, barely breathing. If she could undo whatever had locked my magic away, I would endure this and more. I dug the heels of my boots into the floor and braced myself.

      But no jolt or pain came.

      Fawn stopped chanting, lowered her hands, and opened her eyes again. “It really is a blood promise, a powerful one. I can’t break it.”

      My shoulders sagged.

      That meant I would never be able to break it and I would never have my magic back. Without my magic, I wouldn’t be strong enough to hunt for my parents’ killers and avenge them.

      I was stuck as a half-assed human.

      “There has to be a way,” I said, my voice rising a pitch. It made me sound desperate. “Maybe you know of another witch, someone even more powerful than you, someone who could help me?”

      Fawn offered me a sad smile. “No witch can break a blood promise but the one who made it. I’m sorry.”

      No, I couldn’t accept that. If she didn’t know someone who could help me, or if she didn’t want to tell me, that was fine. Portland was a city full of supernaturals. Someone would know something. Someone would be able to help me.

      She didn’t seem willing, though. I swallowed the ball of frustration and disappointment that had formed in my throat and slapped the cash on the table. “Here. As promised.”

      Fawn reached for it and her fingers brushed mine as she took the money from me.

      Another jolt of magic ran up my arm, stronger this time. A heavy shadow fell over the room, darkening our surroundings, and a chill pressed against me. No, no darkness. A whirlwind whipped around the room, and my long brown hair danced with it, the red tips slapping my face.

      “What in the …” Fawn’s eyes rounded, and her mouth fell open.

      I followed her gaze and saw a bulky figure standing amid the shadows, a silhouette in the dark. I swallowed hard. “W-what is that? Who are you?”

      “It’s not a real person,” Fawn said, her voice faint. “It’s not even a demon, or a ghost.”

      Frowning, I turned back to her. “What do you mean?”

      The figure ran around us in a perfect circle, faster than we could follow with our eyes. Even though it wasn’t more than a black and lean form, we could see it was a man.

      It didn’t make sense.

      The silhouette stopped.

      “I haven't seen one in many years,” Fawn said. “This is a harbinger. Something is coming, something enveloped in darkness.”

      I looked at the shadows again, catching a glimpse of the figure before it disappeared. The shadows faded back and the lamps once again illuminated the space. “Or someone.”

      The witch nodded. “Supernaturals have died in the Seattle area, and last week, a family of supernaturals died not even one hour from here.”

      “Are you saying supernaturals are being hunted?”

      Fawn scoffed. “Supernaturals are always hunted, but this is different.”

      “Do you think this warning—” I gestured toward the room, indicating the shadow we had seen. “—is related to these deaths?”

      “I don’t know.” She pushed to her feet and beckoned for me to do the same. “All I know is that our time is up. I have another customer coming soon.”

      I stared at her for a moment. She could be lying about the client, but it was clear that she didn’t want me here anymore. Well, if she couldn’t break the blood promise, then she was of no use to me. It was a shame I had paid her so much for nothing.

      “Thanks,” I muttered before turning to the door.

      “Lavinia,” she called. I glanced at her over my shoulder. “Be careful. No supernatural is safe.”

      I nodded then exited her shop.

      As I walked to my car on the other side of the street, my mind reeled. Fawn couldn’t break the blood promise, which meant I would have to find another witch, someone even more powerful to help me. And what was that shadow thing? And that freaky silhouette? A harbinger, Fawn had said. Of what? The murders she mentioned?

      I now had more questions than before.

      I entered my car and turned on the engine. It was okay. Fawn said supernaturals weren’t safe. Well, my magic was weak, thanks to this damn blood promise, and only a handful of people knew I was a witch.

      I was safe.
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      Tired and upset, I drove back to Forest Creek—the small town one hour east of Portland where I had settled a few years ago.

      After my parents’ death, I had roamed around a little until I met Delia while on an impromptu visit to Portland. She hadn’t exactly taken me in, but she'd influenced my decision to stay.

      I parked my Corolla in my building’s parking lot in the back. I took the concrete steps two at a time to the second-floor landing and rushed to my apartment. It was getting late. Tomorrow morning I had first shift at the tea shop, and I still had to eat dinner and take a shower before turning in for the day.

      I punched my code on the keypad and pushed the door open.

      A heavy feeling washed over me.

      Something was wrong.

      I reached for my flashlight inside my purse and the dagger inside my boot, then without turning on the lights, I walked in. I stayed close to the door, in case someone was in here, and looked around in the near dark.

      I swallowed the fear rising in my chest—I had this thing with darkness, hence the magical flashlight. I turned it on and pointed ahead.

      “Is someone there?” I asked, feeling stupid. As if a person waiting to commit a crime would answer …

      My apartment was small—a tiny living space with a three-seat couch and a low coffee table, a flat screen on a narrow TV stand, a four-place square table to the side, and behind it, an even smaller kitchen with a tall bar counter and two stools. In the back, there was a hallway, if you could call it that, with three doors—my bedroom, a bathroom, and the washer and dryer combo. Floor and table lamps sat in every corner. That was it. If someone was in here, there weren’t many places to hide.

      I took another step inside, sure I was spooked after what Fawn had told me. There was no one in my apartment, and there was no heavy feeling.

      I reached for the light switch.

      A burst of magic enveloped me, freezing me on the spot. Behind me, the door closed on its own.

      Oh, shit.

      Panic flared in my chest as my flashlight went out and a shadow moved in the dark, a silhouette highlighted by the faint moonlight filtering through the window. Was this the same shadow from the warning? Was this the murderer?

      “W-who are you? What do you want?” I jerked against the spell, trying to point my dagger at the shadow as it made its way closer to me, but to no avail. I was in the dark with a supernatural. The panic seized my lungs, making it hard to breathe. “Stay back.”

      My flashlight turned back on and white light covered the space between me and the shadow, revealing a tall man with greenish skin, short horns behind his ears, and near-black eyes. “You must be Lavinia.”

      I swallowed. What was he? And how did he know my name? “What do you want?” I asked again, my voice breaking.

      “I need your help,” he said. My flashlight shone brighter, flooding half of the living room. The man wore brown slacks and a nice shirt. “I know you’re good at stealing. I actually caught scent of you when a necklace you stole months ago ended up in my hands on the other side of the country.” I frowned. What the hell was he talking about? “The necklace was sold and resold, traveling around, and I followed the trail. At some point, it even ended up in Mexico. Did you know that?”

      I blinked. “You’re not making any sense. What are you? What do you want from me?”

      “I’m Taedon, a neutral demon, and I’m getting to what I want from you.” The man sat on my couch and crossed his legs. “I need you to steal something for me, something that doesn’t look like much, but is precious.”

      “Why don’t you steal it yourself?”

      “Because I can’t. But I know you can.”

      If this situation wasn’t twisting my gut in fear, I would have laughed in his face. This was ridiculous! “And why would I do that?” I only stole small jewelry or cash from the tea shop’s rich customers, people whom I knew didn’t need the money, and I only used it for unselfish things.

      Like paying a witch to try to break a blood promise so I could avenge my parents. Totally not selfish.

      Taedon leaned forward, his lips stretching in a wicked smile and revealing very sharp teeth. “Because I have something you want.”

      I stared at him for a moment. What could he have that I wanted? I didn’t want money, or power, or fame. “I doubt it. Besides, I don’t work with demons, especially ones who hold me down with cheap magic and threaten me.”

      “I haven’t threatened you—not yet.”

      Yet …

      “Just … call back this spell and leave!”

      The demon pushed to his feet and stopped right in front of me. “What if I tell you I could help you too?”

      I snorted. “Like I said, I doubt it.”

      Taedon sniffed the air in front of me. I wanted to recoil from him, but his spell had trapped me. “I can smell your magic. It’s locked inside of you. A blood promise, it seems? That’s why you went to that little witch this evening? To try and break it?”

      My stomach dropped. “How do you—?“

      “I came to this shitty little town to talk to you, Lavinia.” He reached up and grabbed some strands of my hair, curling the red ends around his fingers. “You weren’t here, though, but it was easy to find you again.”

      “You’re a creep!” The panic was back in full force. I needed to move, to run, to kick his balls, and to plunge my dagger into his stomach. I needed him gone. I needed to flee.

      “That I may be, but I’m a creep who knows things.”

      “Whatever you know, I don’t want to be a part of it.”

      “Oh, but this, you do.” He stared at me with those evil eyes. “For example, I know you want to break the blood promise so you can go on a little adventure and find the one who killed your parents. You want to avenge them.”

      The blood drained from my face. “You can’t know that.”

      “I’m a special kind of demon, Lavinia. I know a lot. For example number two, I know you don’t know who killed your parents. And here’s where my part of the bargain comes in.” He dropped my hair but leaned closer, his mouth close to my ear as he whispered, “I know who killed your parents.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I barely slept last night. In fact, I didn’t think I slept at all. And it wasn’t because of the fear the demon had brought with him. I mean, a demon was in my house. More people knew I was a witch. So, that meant I wasn’t safe here.

      No, that was nothing compared with the sudden hope blooming in my chest. The demon knew about my parents’ killers. At least, that was what he said. Well, he had known where I lived, where I worked, where I had been that evening, and more stuff about my past that no one else but Delia knew, and Delia would never tell anyone.

      If he said he knew who the murderer was, then I believed him. I had to. It was the only clue I had, and I hadn’t even started actively looking yet.

      This was too good to be true, but I couldn't take the chance that he was lying. I held on to this with both hands and teeth.

      Of course, I agreed to steal for him. I would do it tonight. But for now, I got ready and went to work. I had started working at Suzie’s Brew shortly after I moved to Forest Creek, almost four years ago. I had just turned sixteen and had stopped by longer than my usual stints because of Delia. And then I met Suzie and I happened to help her with one of her famous tea flavors. I enhanced it with more herbs. Since my magic was weak and blocked, I had learned all I could about herbs and potions. There wasn’t a lot of information available, but I had met a witch here and there who had shared their knowledge with me.

      The best teacher had been Delia, of course. She didn’t really like using magic, but she still relied on potions for many things.

      Anyway, Suzie had loved the improvement I had made on her tea and promptly invited me to work with her. In a month, I had created three new flavors and the number of customers had doubled. Six months later, it had tripled. Then, nine months later, when I convinced her to add Delia’s baked goods to sell with the tea, it quadrupled. Suzie called me her lucky charm.

      Suzie’s Brew Tea House opened at six in the morning for the early birds, but I never arrived before eight, and Suzie was okay with that. But today, I didn’t arrive until nine because I was moving slower than usual, both from the number of thoughts in my mind and from the lack of sleep. I had sent a text to Suzie, letting her know, and she didn’t care.

      But when I got there, the place was packed. As I walked in, everyone greeted me—perks of a small town and also from being a celebrity in the tea house. Suzie always told anyone that her success was because of me.

      I greeted Beth at the register and headed to the back, where I put on my apron, pulled my long hair in a ponytail, and started preparing the herbs for the afternoon batch.

      It didn’t take long for Suzie sidle up to me. She leaned her ample bosom on the counter beside me and smiled at me, her blue eyes twinkling. She was definitely up to something. “So, what do you think about creating a new, special tea flavor for the festival?”

      Oh, the festival. If not for her tea house, Suzie lived for the small festivals the town held every couple of months. The next one was the Fall Festival, when the townspeople celebrated the first weekend of fall. The green in the center of town was transformed with stands, tents, games, and more. It was a whole ordeal that got the entire town busy. Suzie always had a big stand and made a lot of extra money there.

      I understood her enthusiasm.

      I stopped crunching the herbs with the mortar and pestle and turned to her. “I like that. I can try to create something woodsy and cozy to go with fall.”

      She chuckled. “Try to create? Always so modest. That’s why I like you so much.” She adjusted the cap on her graying hair and skipped back to the main room, where she took orders and chatted with the townspeople. The customers might love my teas, but I was a hermit who didn’t socialize much. They definitely loved talking to Suzie too.

      I helped with serving tea, though. I didn’t like it, but sometimes there wasn’t much to be done in the back, not once I had prepared the herbs and brewed them, and the main room was always crowded.

      I was finishing up my last brew of the moment when I saw Mrs. O’Conner coming into the shop. She was a fifty-something widow, with too much money and makeup. Though she seemed naive to me—word was that her husband had been in charge of their lives, and now that he was gone, she was lost—she was also kind and generous with her tips.

      She also dripped from earlobe to fingers with jewelry I was sure she didn’t need.

      I prepared her favorite tea, grabbed one of Delia’s cinnamon scones, and took it to her as she sat down at a table.

      “Oh, dear Lavinia,” she said with a smile. “You know how to make one old woman’s heart happy.”

      “You’re not old.” She really wasn’t, and she didn’t even look a day over forty, but she behaved as if she was eighty.

      Red tinted her cheeks, and she splayed her hands on the table. “You flatter me.”

      I rested my hand on top of hers. This was how I usually did it. I kept her attention on me, using the little magic I had to slip one of her many rings or bracelets off, then she drank her tea—the one which I had put a few drops of a special forgetfulness potion, so she would forget all about this jewel. If she wasn’t a millionaire who didn’t have anything better to do with her money, I would feel bad about stealing from her, but as I saw it, it was charity. 

      A big ring with multiple diamonds started slipping down her finger and—

      “Lav!” a voice called out, breaking my focus.

      I pulled my hand back, sans ring, and turned to face Adrian, Suzie’s son and my former boyfriend. “H-hey,” I said, taken by surprise. I glanced at Mrs. O’Conner. “Excuse me for a second.”

      She winked at me. “Of course, dear.”

      Everyone in town knew Adrian and I had dated. If they had their way, we would be engaged by now and soon to be married.

      I faced Adrian again. He looked good in his college’s jacket, and his shaggy blond hair in need of a trim, but his blue eyes, so like his mother’s, shone as he smiled at me.

      “What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be in college?” I thought about the day. It was Thursday, first week of September … I couldn’t remember anything important going on.

      “I was homesick.” He approached me. “Come on. I want to say hi to my mom.” In a few long strides, Adrian rounded the counter at the back and disappeared into the kitchen.

      It took me a moment to follow him to the back. When I got to the kitchen, Adrian was hugging his mother.

      “You should have told me you were coming!” She slapped his back lovingly. “I could have prepared your favorite for lunch.” She glanced at the big digital clock above the door. “I still have time. Can you help Lav and Beth?” She took off her apron, shoved it in Adrian’s hands, and raced out the backdoor.

      Good thing they lived only two blocks from here, in a cute white and blue townhouse that meshed well with the rest of town.

      I stared as Adrian put on the apron and army-saluted me. “I’m all yours. Your wish is my command.”

      Oh, shit.

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Adrian, I know you, what is going on? It’s the end of the term. Why are you home?”

      That was the excuse I had given him when we broke up three summers ago. Adrian was a year older than me and he had started college in Seattle, approximately three hours from here. He had gotten a full scholarship for football, so it wasn’t like he could say no. His mother had been proud of him. His father, who barely saw Adrian since the divorce eight years ago, had called and told him he was proud of him. But when it came time for him to leave for school, I noticed how confused he was. He had asked me several times if I wanted him to stay. So, I broke up with him; I couldn’t do the whole long-distance thing.

      Well, the thing was, I had never loved Adrian the way he loved me. He was cute, hot, fun, a good guy all around, but he didn’t make my heart flutter. He didn’t take my breath away with one look. Maybe I was expecting too much, but there was another reason for our break-up.

      My main goal in life was to recover my magic and avenge my parents. I wanted to break the blood promise, then hunt down my parents’ killers. I couldn’t involve a human guy, because once the time came, I wouldn't look back.

      My goal was closer than ever. All I had to do was steal whatever that demon wanted, and he would tell me all I wanted to know.

      Adrian’s amused face fell a little. “I flunked one of my big projects a few days ago, and the coach is mad at me for it.” Oh, that wasn’t good. He had to keep his grades up or he would be kicked from the team and lose his scholarship. “I needed time to decompress, so I decided to come spend the weekend home.” He took a step closer. “And seeing you always brightens my mood too.”

      Shit. I had hoped that by now, Adrian would have met another girl he liked and started dating her. But according to his football buddies, who had come visited during winter and summer break, Adrian was still hung up on me. He barely looked at other girls, never partied, never got drunk, and talked about me nonstop.

      Once more, the idea of giving him a forgetfulness potion crossed my mind. Or if only I found out how to make a fall-out-of-love potion …

      “Adrian,” I started, matching his stride and putting some distance between us. “Please, don’t do this.”

      “Lav, I can’t not do this.” His eyes pleaded. “I lov—“

      I stuck my finger out. “Do not say that word!” He had said it to me once and it had freaked me out. “Adrian, you’re mistaken. You don’t love me. What you need is to be a real twenty-one-year-old guy. Go back to college, get drunk, party hard, kiss a lot of girls, sleep with them, and then find one who makes your heart race and be with her.”

      “You’re that girl.”

      I shook my head. “Please, Adrian. If you keep doing this, I’ll have to leave. I adore your mother, I love working here. Please, don’t make me move.”

      His face hardened. We had had this conversation at least four other times since he started college last year. I wondered how many more times I could endure it before actually leaving.

      Beth stuck her head in the door. “Hm, I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” She looked from Adrian to me. She knew she was, but she also knew I was grateful for it. “But Mr. Crowe is here, Lav.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      I promptly started moving. I turned my back to Adrian and grabbed my special herbs box. I kept a weak healing potion in there that I had made just for Mr. Crowe. The old man suffered from chronic pain and sometimes he couldn’t even get out of bed. Since he started drinking my tea, he had improved a lot, and the pain was a faint memory.

      “We’re not done here,” Adrian said to my back.

      I added a drop of the potion to Mr. Crowe’s tea. To humans, that was a special brew I had made with some herbs, nothing more. No one ever questioned if I was doing more than serving tea here.

      I picked up a tray with the tea and faced Adrian. “If you don’t want me to give your mother my notice, yes, we are.”

      With that, I marched away from him.
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