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            Savage Secrets

          

        

      

    

    
      Seneca Savage is a bad ass with skills. Not the kind of skills that one puts on a formal resume. She’s the daughter of a mage and a fae, and now she’s an orphan and a former street kid. She’s had the kind of life nightmares are made of. She refused to pick up a weapon, despite the specialized training she received from her rescuer.

      

      When she turned eighteen, things changed. Running into a vampire has a way of changing one’s life. Too bad the vampire didn’t realize she was part fae and that her blood was toxic to him. Toxic in the most lethal of ways. Except, the encounter changed her.

      

      Now she freelances, selling her skills and her savagery to the paranormal government or any other individual who can afford her fee. She’ll spy, steal, and even kill. She has only one rule. She won’t kill humans. That’s the rule.

      

      She maneuvers between assignments and skirts death, while at the same time tries to look out for the little human sidekick that she’d like to shake on most days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Seneca

        

      

    

    
      The envelope lay next to my hand, waiting to be picked up by my latest client. In my other hand, I held a bottle with no label. All it had in it was spring water. No reason to drink around this crowd and lose my edge. Not that any of them had to know I wasn’t really drinking. I was always armed, a stake and two daggers concealed beneath my green leather pants and black top. My short swords would be too obvious here, so sadly those were at home.

      I sat with my back to the wall, bare feet on the chair next to mine. Waiting. Watching. That’s what I was good at doing these days. Always watching.

      I shifted my right hand, and the white gold rings on three of my fingers glittered in the neon light. The gemstones—sapphire, ruby, and emerald—glowed in response to the fae blood running through my veins. No trouble was headed my way tonight, at least. The ruby would be flashing if it was.

      The man I was supposed to meet, however, was late and I hated late people.

      “How’s it hanging tonight, Seneca?”

      “Not tonight, Harry.” I didn’t even glance at the fae. “Meeting a client.”

      “You’re always meeting a client.”

      “Yes, because I work. Unlike you, who do absolutely nothing for a living, last time I checked.”

      “You’re a contract killer, or thief, or whatever you want to call yourself these days. Not exactly work either.” He shrugged, leaning back in his chair instead of getting up and leaving. “At least not honest work. And I do too have a job.”

      “No, you don’t. You’re damned lucky you’re protected, or I’d get you off the streets myself. For free.”

      Harry was one of many fae banished to the human world, who, instead of finding a way to be a productive member of the supernatural society here or blend in with the humans, fell into the darkness.

      Fae dust was a real thing though it was hard to find and store. The only way to procure it was to drain blood from a fae and break it down. Most were not willing to donate their blood. The right buyer could bring in a pretty penny, and for the humans who bought it, it was better than any drug they could ever hope to make. Harry was one of the dealers, and I hated him with a burning passion. Too bad he was protected by the head of the fae dust trade in this state, or I’d put him out of his misery. It was because of fae like Harry this town was falling apart.

      Madwich was not a large place at all, but that’s what I liked about it. There was too much noise in the larger cities. We were close enough that the lights and sounds still reached us on very clear nights. So much commotion made me anxious. Too much chaos that wasn’t controlled.

      Harry started out in Boston then migrated here. The second he stepped foot in town, I knew he was bad news. Told him so, but he explained who he worked for. I had no choice, but to shut up about it.

      “How about you leave?” I asked, annoyed.

      “Oh, come on. You know you want me around for company. You know,” he said, his eyes dark and breath overly sweet. A sure tell that he’d sampled some of his product tonight already. Another sure tell what type of fae he was. He half-winked as he continued. “My boss keeps asking about bringing you on. We could use the muscle. What do you say?”

      “Not if all nine levels of hell froze over,” I muttered. “Go away.”

      “You’re no fun. You know that? You need to learn to loosen up.”

      “Harry, the client I’m meeting is a Fed. He’s a warlock, too. You really want to be here when he shows up? Be my guest. I’m sure he’d love to speak to you in depth about this business of yours.”

      My gaze remained focused elsewhere, not even bothering to look at him. Didn’t have to. He gulped. His chair scraped against the floor, and then he was gone. The Feds had been cracking down on the selling of dust. Or at least attempting to. They had enough backup to go after the dealers and their bosses without fear of retaliation. I did not.

      “Rotten piece of fae trash,” I whispered.

      I might be fae, too, but there was no real kinship between me and all the others. They had their reasons, and that was just fine by me. Who needed to belong to a people anyway? Right?

      Another ten minutes had ticked by when my client finally made an appearance. He tugged at his leather jacket, looking completely out of place. His black, slicked-back hair made him look like a d-bag, and that’s pretty much what he was. A job was a job, and the Feds usually paid damned well when they wanted intel on someone. I let him stand there, looking uncomfortable for a solid two minutes, then raised my hand over my head, catching his attention. He hurried to my table and sat down.

      “Well?”

      “Good evening to you too, Agent Williams.” I slid the envelope toward him. “Here.”

      He took it and opened it up but didn’t pull any of the photos or pages of intel out. “This is it?”

      “It’s all I could get.”

      “You were on Draven for a month. How is this all you got?” He shook his head as he rifled through the pictures again. “There’s no evidence to tie him to the murders. None. Draven needs to be taken down.”

      “I got you enough to justify further investigating him,” I assured him. “There’s proof in there he’s involved with the fae in charge of the dust trade in town. Start there. I can even give you names of his dealers. You should have plenty to cast suspicion on him and have a reason to drag him in for questioning.”

      “This is not what we agreed to. I’m after him for murder, not the trade.”

      “Look,” I said, sitting up, “do you have any idea what coven that vampire belongs to? Because I do. If you think I’m going to find a way to get close enough for him to spot me, you’re insane. Not happening. And no way am I risking my neck by venturing into Otherworld.”

      Agent Williams’s eye twitched in anger. “This vampire has killed four agents in the last three months,” he snapped in reply.

      “Maybe you should train your agents better. Teach them to not get killed.”

      Agent Williams slammed the envelope on the table. “I’m not paying you for this.”

      “If you think you’re going to find anyone else crazy enough to even get remotely as close as I already have, you’re wrong. I won’t do it, not for the amount you’re offering.”

      “So, this is a holdout then for more money?”

      “No, you idiot. This is me telling you I’m not risking my life for a murderer. I’m not a cop. Why don’t you just hire me to kill him and be done with it? Why go through all this trouble to get intel on him? I can kill him for you.” Love to kill him for the agent. I always jumped at the chance to kill any vampire in that godforsaken coven.

      I held my breath, waiting for him to make that decision, but he shook his head once in a firm no.

      “We need him alive. There are others in that coven we want more than him.”

      “Like who?”

      “Like the vampire who runs it, Rudarius.”

      The rings on my hand glowed briefly until I tucked my hand out of sight. Agent Williams’s eyes narrowed at the sight, and he stared at me.

      “What?” I stared back.

      “You know that name.”

      “Everyone knows that name,” I hissed. “And you’re an idiot to think you can stop him.”

      “He’s behind the fae dust trade here and in the cities. Runs half the east coast,” Agent Williams explained. “He’s been harvesting it from your people for decades. I would think you would want him gone as much as the next fae.”

      “Don’t presume to know anything I think, Agent Williams.” The threat to cause him pain was evident in my voice. “You’ll never get close enough to bring him in.”

      “Not yet, but we’re going to and to do that we need this intel on Draven. He’s the first in a long line leading us to Rudarius.”

      I held up my hands. “Unless you want him dead, I can’t help you any further.”

      “You will get us the proof we need, or you won’t be paid, and perhaps we’ll stop using your services altogether, Savage.”

      I ground my teeth, the rings on my right hand glowing with anger instead of fear this time. The supernatural Feds were my main source of income, mostly for spying and gathering the intel they needed to prosecute supernatural beings. I could go where they couldn’t, without breaking laws or being caught. I stole for them, too when need be. The only thing they would never admit to was the supernatural killings I did for them under the table. Those were few and far between. No humans, though. That was where I drew the line. They were too easy of a target and would bring down a whole lot of trouble on all our heads if word got out about killing humans. Tensions between the humans and supernatural beings were always on shaky grounds without my killing their kind.

      “I can’t get any closer without risking exposure. Not sure how many times you need me to tell you this.”

      “It’s just a vampire coven. Can’t be that bad. Find a way, or there will be consequences.”

      “Oh, yeah? Like what?” I leaned closer to him, unnerving him. Good. “Remember, I keep records too. All my money came from somewhere.”

      “You’re a fool to think we have any record of ever hiring you,” he shot back. “Refuse to do this job, and you’ll go down for every crime you’ve ever committed. Every crime. That’s at least one death sentence if not more, isn’t it? How many have you killed over the years? Ten, more?”

      It was thirteen, to be exact. Two of them from very old royal witch families who would love to see me executed for my crimes. My rings flared to life at having him threaten me like that. Agent Williams should know better, but he had a point. If they ever decided to turn on me, I would be on the run and not just from the supernatural government. The human one would want me too, for all the spying and thieving I’d done to their people when the time called for it.

      He appraised me with no expression whatsoever. “We are too close now to find another person to get close to Draven.”

      Still, I kept my mouth shut.

      “Glad we understand one another,” he went on. “Do what you have to do to get what I require, or your face will be splashed all over the state as our latest Most Wanted.” He slid the folder back to me as he stood up.

      “Fair warning, Agent Williams,” I said when he started to walk away, “if you ever do decide to turn on me, remember what I am. I have no problem adding another name to my list.”

      “What you are?” He laughed derisively. “You are nothing but a part-fae who is shunned by her own kin and part-vampire who will never be accepted by any coven for the fae blood in your veins. I know very well who you are, Savage. I’ll be in touch, and I expect at our next meeting, you give me something worthwhile.”

      He walked away, and I bared my fangs at him, hissing quietly. If only I had no moral code at all, I’d kill him now and be done with it.

      That, plus, starting a feud with the Feds was not a good idea, so I let it go and finished off my water, ready to order something stronger now that my time was my own. I raised my hand to motion to the bartender when a figure shifted through the crowd at the bar.

      I froze, sure I was seeing things.

      The lighting dimmed as the hour grew later and I spotted the head of white hair again.

      It wasn’t possible. Shouldn’t be at least, but I could’ve sworn on my favorite onyx blade that the man I hadn’t seen in seven years, the man who up and left me in the middle of nowhere and without finishing my training was standing in this very club tonight.

      The crowd moved again. I held my breath, waiting for his face to come into view, but the white head of hair was gone. Just gone. Like he had never even been there.

      Macron. I hissed again at the thought of his name and decided I was no longer in the mood to stick around. I could relax just fine back at home.

      Heading out of the club, my mind drifted away from the vampire I was paid to spy on, to a very different vampire. The one who made my life my own personal nightmare for years. He was greatly to blame for why I was so messed up.

      My bare feet made no sound outside on the sidewalk, taking me where I needed to go without having to think about it, which was too bad because I could have used the distraction.

      Growing up hadn’t been perfect, but I’d been happy until a freak accident killed my parents when I was nine. They’d been on a train headed home, while I stayed with friends. The track was taken out by a storm, and no one knew until it was too late. The train went off the side of a cliff, and they were gone just like that.

      I should’ve gone into the system, but I’d been too distraught, so I ran away from my parents’ funeral.

      It had been the worst mistake of my life.

      As a fae, I thought I’d be able to survive in the woods on my own, and I did for a while, using what my mother had taught me about our nature magic and plants. I avoided the Veil at all costs, not wanting to travel to Otherworld. All the stories I heard growing up were far from fairy tales.

      Both my parents left Otherworld to create a new life for me. Dealing with humans was preferable to the chaos that occurred in the supernatural kingdoms on a daily basis. They came here to keep me safe, and then I wound up losing them and getting sucked into that freaking world anyway.

      “All by yourself there, girlie,” a voice purred from nearby. “That’s a shame, wouldn’t you say, boys?”

      Sniggering met his words, and I glanced up in time to find myself surrounded by vampires. Four of them, three not long turned by the thirst in their eyes. I stopped a foot from the one who’d spoken—now blocking my path—and glowered at him. He appeared a few years older, but that still made him young in terms of vampire years.

      “Move,” I ordered.

      “Why would we do that?”

      “Do you want to die tonight?” The silver stake I kept tucked in its special trigger sheath at my forearm was a comfortable weight. Four against one were not bad odds for me, especially considering my blood was death to any vampire who drank it.

      Guess not everyone in this town knows about me. And what I am.

      The four vampires moved in closer and I shifted my bare feet slightly on the concrete as the rings on my right hand glowed faintly.

      “We know what you’ve been up to and you’re going to stop.”

      Damn. They knew who I was after all. They just had to go and ruin my fun.

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, I think you do,” the vampire hissed.

      I snarled right back.

      He hesitated.

      “You really think you can scare me? You and your boy band here?”

      “You’re outnumbered.”

      “Check again, vampire.”

      A slow smile spread across my face at the sound of that growling voice.

      It’d been three months since I’d seen him. How he always managed to find me when I was in trouble was beyond me, but damned was I glad.

      The vampires turned to look at the tall, silver-haired, dark-skinned demon stalking toward them, the portal to the demon realm of Valesk behind him closing in a ring of fire. His hands were loose at his sides, but his face was set, ready for a fight.

      “Well? Care to continue this conversation? Or save yourselves some hurt,” Owen, that silver-haired, dark-skinned demon asked.

      The vampires hissed and backed away. The one who threatened me lingered a moment longer, narrowing his gaze as he bared his fangs, breath stinking of blood. “Best watch yourself, half-blood, or you’ll have a lot more to deal with than just four vampires.” He reached toward me.

      I hissed viciously.

      Owen growled, closing the distance between them in two long strides. He grabbed the vampire by the throat and threw him to the side, giving him a swift kick to the ass to get him moving along. He scampered away after his friends, throwing glares over his shoulder.

      “Why is it every time I come back, I find you staring down a pissed off crowd of supernaturals?” Owen asked me as he turned back around.

      “It’s a gift,” I replied.

      He rolled his eyes but reached an arm around my waist and drew me in close. “Gods, I missed you.” His lips brushed against mine, and I melted into his embrace.

      “Same.” I kissed him right back, then walked along with my arm around his waist, leaning into his side. “How was Valesk? Any exciting news from Otherworld?”

      Owen was a bodyguard for one of the demon ambassadors and worked for three months on, one month off. It wasn’t the best schedule in the world, but he had some time off in-between, when the ambassador didn’t need his full guard. We’d made it work these last couple of years, but there were days I wondered how long I could keep our relationship going.

      Owen wasn’t the problem. It was me I worried about screwing it up. Honestly, wouldn’t know what I’d do without him by my side, saving my ass all the time. He was twenty-five, just a little older than me, and had a large family. To say he was a great boyfriend was never good enough. I didn’t deserve him and was quite certain no one understood what he saw in a messed-up, tainted fae like me.

      “Nothing,” he eventually replied, though it seemed there was more to whatever he’d heard recently than nothing. “Same old boring news.”

      “That’s depressing. I was looking forward to something making my night better,” I pressed. But if it had anything to do with the ambassador’s safety, he couldn’t tell me.

      “Oh, what? I’m not enough?” He put on an overdramatic frown.

      “More than enough. I’m really glad you came back tonight, actually.”

      “You could’ve handled them on your own.”

      “Not arguing with you there.” I frowned and shook my head. “Never mind. Don’t want to ruin your first night back. Been too long.”

      He let it go, but his tense body told me this conversation was far from over.

      We reached my small cottage on the outskirts of town, but I didn’t want to go inside quite yet. I took the stone path around the back of the house to the gardens illuminated by magic orbs of light floating through the air.

      They brightened at my presence, and I smiled, reaching out toward the blues and purples as they moved out of my way.

      At the wooden bench Owen had crafted for me when I first bought this cottage, I sat down heavily, tucking my feet under me.

      He turned about slowly, taking in the garden and all that changed since he’d been here last. “The honeysuckle is coming in better this year. And the roses.”

      “I need to do some work out here. Haven’t much felt like gardening.”

      His grey eyes narrowed at my words. “Since when?”

      “A few days ago. This new job’s gotten under my skin, is all.”

      “Have anything to do with the vampires tonight?”

      “Might.”

      He sat down beside me, picking up a lock of my red hair in his fingers. “Seneca, if you’re in some sort of trouble, I’ll get you out of it.”

      “I don’t want you always having to save me,” I whispered, annoyed.

      “You think I care?” he growled. “It kills me every time I leave, knowing any day, you could get hurt—or worse—doing what you do. But I know you’ll never stop. Only reason I don’t ask you to find another job.”

      “Oh, yeah? Like what?” I asked, curious, resting my head back as he continued to play with my hair. Being with him was more relaxing than sitting in that club all night, seeing ghosts from my past.

      “You’re fae. You could garden, open a flower shop. Hell, you could run a great café.”

      “A café? Seriously?” I said with a laugh.

      “Why not? You’re sociable when you want to be.”

      “Hmm, not sure I could see myself serving tarts and lattes.”

      “You would have to leave your swords at home. Better than you risking your life for another payday.” He growled quietly.

      I knew what was coming next because it was the only thing we ever got aggravated at each other about.

      “You know I make enough to support us. The ambassador even gave me a raise. You could stop taking the risky jobs, at least.”

      “Those pay the best, and you are not going to take care of everything. That’s not what we agreed on. Not like we’re married.”

      I thought I heard him murmur, “Not yet,” and my stomach knotted, not in a happy, nervous way.

      “Things change,” he said, this time louder.

      “I said I could handle it,” I insisted and moved to get up. He caught my wrist and turned me back toward him.

      “Those vampires tonight, what were they talking about?”

      I considered not answering, but he was a damned stubborn demon when he wanted to be.

      “Draven. The Feds wanted me to get proof that Draven was involved in the murders of four of their agents.”

      His grip on my wrist tightened as if he was going to be able to keep me there. Keep me safe.

      “You can’t.”

      “I did,” I corrected. “Sort of, at least, but didn’t get what they needed.”

      “And?”

      “And the Fed wants me to keep trying, or they’re going to throw me under the bus. They really want this one.”

      I should have told him what else Agent Williams said, about them going after Rudarius, but if there was ever a way to ruin a night, mentioning that vampire was it. I’d keep that bit to myself if I could. Owen would march down to the Fed building himself and call Agent Williams out on it, which would lead to me having to explain why I knew the vampire. That was not something I wanted to do. Ever.

      “They can’t threaten you like that.”

      “I’m not a demon, so your ambassador can’t protect me.” I laughed harshly as I added, “I’m not all fae either and definitely not all vampire. No one’s going to save me from this mess.”

      “I will.” He pulled me down on his lap, making me feel so small against his broad chest. “I don’t care what I have to do, but you are not going to keep working on this case. You’re too close already, if Draven is sending his goons to scare you.”

      “Not like the head of the coven is actually here. He’s in Otherworld.”

      Whoops. Hadn’t meant to say that, but too late now. Owen’s arms closed protectively around me.

      “Doesn’t mean he can’t suddenly come here. And if he catches you poking around his coven, what do you think will happen? Sen, please, don’t do this. I worry about you enough, as it is.”

      I held his cheek in my hand as he shifted his face enough to kiss my palm. “I won’t get caught.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “If I think I’m getting too close, I’ll pull back. I promise. They won’t get me.”

      He wasn’t happy with me, but he didn’t argue anymore. He got up, setting me on my feet. “You eat yet tonight? I’m starving.”

      “Of course, you are,” I said with a laugh, and we went inside, leaving the colorful orbs floating through the garden.
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      A scream ripped out of my throat as I thrashed, fighting against the hands holding me down.

      They’d found me again.

      I was trapped with no way out.

      I kicked and punched, struggling in vain to get free. I had to get away. Couldn’t let this be real. Not again.

      “Seneca. Come back to me,” a familiar growling voice said. “You’re safe. You’re with me.”

      But it was a lie, had to be a lie.

      There was no such thing as safe. Nothing good left in the world.

      “Sen, open your eyes. Look at me.” A warm hand cupped my cheek.

      One by one, my eyes opened to find Owen’s worried face hovering over my own.

      He rested his forehead to mine the second I stopped fighting him.

      I clung to him instead.

      “You’re safe. There’s no one here, but me.” He didn’t let me go for a long while.

      Not that I wanted him to. My cheeks were wet, and I wiped at them. “I’m sorry.”

      “No,” he growled loudly. “What did we talk about?”

      “Right. Don’t be sorry.”

      “Were you having nightmares while I was gone?”

      “No.” I cleared my throat. “None that bad.”

      “This is why I don’t want you working this case,” he said firmly. “It drags everything back out into the open.”

      “I can handle it.”

      His arched brow said he highly doubted it, especially after what he just saw. “Seneca.”

      “I need some water.” I pushed away from him, climbing out of bed.

      I walked into the bathroom and shut the door, flipping on the light. The water was cold when I splashed it on my face, but I hoped the shock would be enough to chase the rest of the nightmare away. It wasn’t. I gripped the sink hard, glaring at my reflection and doing everything I could, to not let my gaze drift lower. Too bad it never worked.

      My eyes found the scars at my wrists first, jagged and puckered from where the skin had been viciously torn open. Not once or twice, but more times than I could even remember. More slashes and burns created a roadmap of pain moving up my arms to my bare shoulders. Many were silver. More were red and twisted.

      When I first met Owen, I expected him to be disgusted at the sight of what resided beneath my shirt and sleeves. The worst scars were on my back. The time he saw those, I was sure he would leave me, but he hadn’t. Every fae prided having wings. We hardly used them here in the human world. I vaguely remembered using mine a few times when I was little, but the drain on our magic here was too much to have them out constantly.

      Not that it mattered anymore. I reached a hand around to my back, but before my fingers found the scar, Owen was there, stopping me.

      “Don’t do this to yourself.” He squeezed my hand, kissing my bare shoulder.

      “Can’t help it. I can feel them all again. Like it just happened.”

      “I’m going to ask you one more time to not take this job. I will pull whatever strings I have to, but I will get you out of this.”

      I clenched my jaw, wanting to keep arguing, but maybe he was right.

      “That vampire took too much away from you already. Don’t let him take away whatever life and happiness you have.” He wrapped his arms around me as I leaned back into his chest. “Don’t let him keep ruling your life.”

      If only it was that easy to forget the horror those few years of my life had wrought. But it wasn’t that easy.

      How could a fae ever forget that she once had beautiful wings before they were torn from her back?

      That once I was simply fae and not tainted?

      I let Owen take me back to bed. I snuggled against his chest, listening to the steady beating of his heart, the sound eventually lulling me to sleep.
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          Seneca

        

      

    

    
      After I fell asleep, there were no more dreams. I woke with the sun, feeling refreshed for the first time in weeks.

      Owen shifted beside me, and I kissed his cheek.

      His first day or so back from Valesk, typically found him sleeping. He usually pulled the night shifts while he was on duty.

      I padded out of our bedroom to the kitchen, brewed some coffee, then stepped outside, into the chilly morning air.

      The warm mug heated my palms and the orbs that glowed at night shimmered during the day. They floated toward me as I moved through the dewy grass to the edge of the garden.

      “You do need some love,” I murmured to my poor neglected plants.

      Tugging my hair back in a bun, I found my small rake and shears, then went to work weeding and pruning the beds. The cool earth beneath my hands eased my tense muscles, and I lost myself in the chore.

      Memories came to my mind of gardening with my parents. They were fae, and the gardens at home had been beyond magnificent. One day, I might return there.

      Owen wanted me to quit my job and simply enjoy life, but I worried I’d get bored.

      No, not bored. I worried the darkness would surface, and with nothing to distract myself, I’d be lost in it until they locked me away in the loony bin.

      Or worse, I’d turn into the heartless person I feared I would become.

      A killer without a care in the world for whom I hurt.

      The sun rose higher, warming my back. There was one benefit to my fae blood, after being bit by a vampire. The sun had no effect on me whatsoever. I’m not sure I could’ve lived without it. It was as much a part of me as the earth beneath my feet.

      I reached for the roses to prune a few dead leaves away when I stuck my finger on a large thorn.

      “Really?” I muttered.

      I drew my hand back to check my finger. Blood welled, and I watched it, fascinated by the crimson color.

      There was no thirst to drink it. My fae blood helped keep that hunger in check.

      Drinking blood only aided in making me stronger for a time, which meant I rarely, if ever, drank blood from another living being. I could count the times on one hand that I had a sip. Mostly to see what it would do.

      My eyes remained locked on that drop of blood, and though the sun was warm, a chill rushed over me, raising the hair on my arms.

      I blinked.

      The garden shifted away from my view.

      Digging my hand into the grass, I willed my mind to remain grounded, but the pain and fear were too strong. They dragged me back to that very first moment when I prayed for death, wanted it to come and take me away.

      But death never heard me.

      “What’s the matter, pet?” a voice hissed in my ear. “You don’t like your new home?”

      “This isn’t my home.” I shook, making the chains that held me to the wall rattle. “Please, just let me go.”

      “Why would I do that? Precious thing like you is hard to come by. So very rare. I’m afraid I can’t simply let you go.”

      “I’m no one. Just let me go,” I pleaded through my tears.

      An icy hand grabbed the nape of my neck, forcing my head back, so I had no choice but to look up into those fierce red eyes. Fangs protruded from his gums as he opened his mouth wide. “The sweet smell of your blood is tempting, so tempting. Alas, you are not a simple fae, are you? I had my suspicions, but now I have proof.”

      A dead vampire lay nearby, his lips covered in blood that had sizzled right out of his veins after he’d bitten me on the arm. The bite wound stung, and I was in shock at seeing the monster bleed out. All because of me.

      My captor shoved me aside, and I fell to the cold stone in relief. “You are special, yes, very special indeed, my pet.”

      I shook my head. “No. I told you I’m no one.”

      “We shall see, my pet, we shall see. Ah, and look at those beautiful wings.”

      I gasped when he grabbed hold of one and forced it from my skin. He held it up to the light, shifting it back and forth, so the color played through the opaque violets and greens.

      “Please,” I begged. “Please don’t hurt me anymore.”

      “Hurt? Oh no, pet, I am not going to hurt you,” he hissed. “I am going to break you.”

      I had no idea what he meant at that moment. No idea.

      “Seneca?” A firm hand grabbed my shoulder.

      I whirled around with the rake ready to embed it in that monster’s face. Except it wasn’t him standing behind me.

      Owen caught my wrist and yanked the rake out of my stiff grip. His brow wrinkled as he looked at me and I failed to form words.

      He checked my hands then and found the speck of blood. “Come with me.”

      I didn’t argue, letting him drag me back inside the cottage. He grabbed a kitchen towel and wrapped it around my bleeding finger, squeezing it hard to make it stop.

      “I’m fine,” I mumbled.

      He growled.

      “Why aren’t you still sleeping?”

      “Because I’m not,” he replied shortly.

      “It was nothing. Just a prick of the finger.”

      “It’s not your finger I’m worried about. You were back there again and don’t even try to lie about it. You were. It’s lingering on your face.”

      Working my jaw, I attempted to think of a story to tell him, but he knew me too well.

      “What are your plans for today?” he asked, checking my finger to see if the bleeding stopped.

      “Go to the city. Track down Draven’s contacts. See if I can’t find where he’s going to be over the next couple of days.”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      He snarled. “This is not up for discussion. What happens if you fall into your memories again and it’s not me who sneaks up behind you? What if it’s an innocent? Or Draven himself? I have time off. I’m coming with you.”

      “I don’t need a bodyguard.”

      “Not your bodyguard. I’m your boyfriend, spending time with a stubborn, pain in the ass girlfriend,” he muttered.

      I smiled.

      He returned it briefly then examined my finger closely. “Good news, you’ll live.”

      “Thanks, Doctor Owen,” I teased.

      He kept hold of my hand and then drew me into his bare chest, holding me in his arms.

      I shut my eyes, breathing him in, reminding myself I was far away from that dreadful place. This was where I should want to be, right here with a guy who cared about me for more than what was in my blood. Even as he held me, a strange anxiousness filled me, and I fought the urge to pull back.

      “Want to talk about it?” he asked, his voice rumbling through his chest, tickling my ear.

      My arms closed around his waist as I shook my head.

      “Alright, why don’t you get cleaned up then. You’re a mess.”

      “Am not.”

      He reached down and ran his thumb along my cheek. “You’re covered in dirt.”

      “I thought you liked me messy.”

      “Oh, I do,” he agreed.

      I pulled away headed toward the bedroom and the shower.

      I winked at him then took off, and he sighed heavily about my driving him crazy.
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      “This is not the city,” Owen pointed out as he parked his truck along the curb outside of the only café in Madwich. “Not even close.”

      “We’re stopping here first. You just want to drive your truck.”

      “Can you blame me? I miss the poor girl. Hardly ever gets used. You know I left you the keys for a reason.”

      “I am not driving that gas guzzling monster,” I said as we stepped into the café.

      “Who are we talking to this morning?”

      “Who said we’re talking to anyone?”

      He grunted. “I know how you work.” He leaned down and whispered in my ear, “It’s how we met. Remember?”

      “I do. Never forget that day.”

      “Bet you don’t. You want a coffee?”

      “Of course. I’ll be at that corner table in the back,” I told him, pointing it out.

      He held onto my arm when I started to walk away.

      “What?”

      “Her? You came here to talk to her?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      He scowled at me. “Don’t much like her. And you know why.”

      “I do, but she’s the only one in this town who might be able to help me. I can’t be constantly having these flashbacks when I’m after Draven,” I said quietly. “You don’t have to talk to her, but I need to. If you want to wait outside—”

      “No, I’ll be joining you shortly.” He eyed the woman suspiciously then set off for the counter.

      I walked toward the back table and pulled out a chair.

      I’d barely sat down when the woman with long, flowing black hair at the table right next to mine turned her head. She sniffed the air once, then smiled, her white eyes looking at nothing and everything.

      “Ah, well now. This I did not see this morning,”

      “Why don’t I believe you?” I asked, taking my seat.

      “I don’t know. No reason not to.”

      “You see everything, Minnie. Surely you saw this happening.”

      She shrugged as she stirred her coffee slowly. “What can I say? Sometimes it gets old, seeing everything. You aren’t here alone.”

      “No.”

      “Owen has returned. Perfect timing that demon of yours has.”

      I frowned. “Why do you say that?”

      “You came here this morning for more than just coffee. You want answers about your nightmares of late. About seeing your past far too vividly.”

      I shifted in my chair, glancing around, but we were in Madwich, in a café. There were no other vampires out in this bright sunshine. Certainly not the one who haunted my dreams. “I do.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have any to give you.”

      “Don’t lie.”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes I lie to try and save people from truths they don’t wish to hear.”

      “Meaning what?” I asked, leaning closer. “What have you seen?”

      She craned her neck to the side and nodded her head. “Owen, so good to see you returned safely from Valesk.”

      “Minnie,” Owen said gruffly, sitting down beside me with our coffees.

      “You don’t have to try and be nice with me,” Minnie teased. “I know you don’t like seers.”

      “Don’t trust them. There’s a difference, but please, carry on.”

      I worried she wouldn’t, now that he was here, but she tilted her head back, eyes wide open, then sighed. “I see many things as always. Some will come to pass, others I cannot say for certain. The one thing I do know is your life will be forever changed.”

      A shiver raced down my spine.

      Even as Owen muttered under his breath, “Course it will be.”

      “Hush,” I told him.

      “What? She hasn’t told you anything concrete. Nothing at all.”

      “Yet,” Minnie said, tapping the side of her nose with her finger. “These nightmares of yours, I fear they will get worse before they get better.”

      “That’s not what I want to hear.”

      “I know, but it’s the truth. There is something buried in your mind that needs to get out. The more you suppress your memories, the less chance it has of coming forward,” she warned. “And it is very important you face it.”

      “Can’t you just tell her?” Owen asked.

      “I am a seer, and we cannot change the course of destiny or fate. All we can do is guide and warn. You know this, as do all.” She reached out and took hold of my hand.

      My skin tingled from the contact of such strong magic.

      “The tides are changing quickly, Seneca Savage, and if you’re not ready for it, you will lose yourself. Lose everything you love. You must remember who you are. What you are.”

      Her words annoyed me. Agent Williams’s words from the night before about who I was came back to me like a slap in the face.

      I drew back. “I know who I am.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yeah, I do. Thanks very much. I’m the freak that doesn’t belong anywhere. You know, I think I agree with Owen today. Unless you can give me something solid to work with, I’m finished with this conversation.”

      “Seneca Savage, danger is on the horizon.”

      “Always is,” I muttered as I stood. “Thanks, Minnie, see you around.”

      She said my name once more, but I turned my back on her and left the café, with Owen right behind me.

      I waited for him to tell me I should’ve listened to him, but thankfully he wasn’t petty enough to do so.

      We reached the truck, but Minnie’s words stuck with me and the idea of sitting in the truck for the couple of hours it would take to get to the city made me anxious, so I kept walking.

      Summer was wearing on, and eventually, fall would arrive. The temperatures would plummet, and snow would make it hard to get around. Not that I minded the cold. Being half vampire meant I hardly felt it.

      I wandered through the streets of Madwich, not really seeing the faces of those I passed. My mind replayed Minnie’s warning about my nightmares getting worse. I didn’t want them to get worse. I wanted them to stop forever. I was tired of waking up drenched in a cold sweat. Tired of Owen having to snap me out of whatever dark thought dragged me down, again and again. I was done with it. The past needed to stay in the past. Whatever truth she claimed I needed to know, I’d just have to deal without it. I should’ve known it would be too much to ask for a simple solution to solve my problems and stop me from waking up, day after day, feeling more of myself breaking away.

      I considered turning around right then and asking Owen if we could disappear for the rest of the month. Hop in the truck and drive off to the west. Somewhere no one knew who I was. If I asked him, he would contact the Feds and get them off my back, too. I could leave it all behind.

      As much as living in Madwich drove me crazy some days, though, this was my home. Had been for years. I loved my cottage and my gardens. Plus, Owen was here, for the most part. If I left, I knew I’d wind up right back here again anyway. What was the point in trying to get away? I was about to tell Owen we would head to Boston first thing tomorrow morning when he tapped me on the shoulder.

      “Hmm?”

      “Think you’re needed,” he said, pointing down the sidewalk.

      I found what he was talking about and handed over my coffee. “Damn. You going to stay nearby?”

      “I will. Don’t worry. Go see what happened this time.”

      I continued down the sidewalk to where a teenage girl sat on a bench, swinging her legs. She was crying, cheeks wet and eyes all red and puffy. I sat down beside her and waited to see if she would talk first, this time.

      The minutes ticked by and after a while, she fell into my side, and my arm went around her.

      “How bad was it this time?”

      Lexi, the thirteen-year-old I somehow managed to bond with, sniffed hard. “Bad enough.”

      “Did she hurt you?”

      “No, not this time. Just kept yelling at me. Then she locked me in my room, and I climbed out through the window.”

      I ground my teeth, wishing I had an actual helpful career, so I could help her out. I spent too many years on the streets using my skills to do whatever anyone needed to land a job in the government. I’d be arrested before I would get through the interview.

      Lexi’s father was gone. Just up and left one day. Her mom. Well, her mom was a piece of work. She was human and an alcoholic to start with. Lexi’s father was part fae. She had a bit of it in her blood, though it didn’t really show through.

      I sensed it when I was near her, but she had no powers from it. Nothing to help defend her from a mother who blamed her for everything that went wrong in their lives. I wanted Lexi to just come live with me, but who was I kidding? I wasn’t stable enough on my own, and my life was too damned dangerous to have a mostly human girl living with me. Not that I had a good childhood experience to go off of, either.

      “She asleep right now?” I asked.

      “Passed out on the couch, from what I could tell.”

      “You want to come back to my place and hang out for the day? Just doing some gardening and what not. When was the last time you ate?”

      She shrugged.

      My anger shot up another notch. I hated that woman. If I had any power whatsoever to do so, I would find a way to get rid of her. In all honesty, I could arrange an accident, but then Lexi would be thrown in the system. I had no way to adopt her. No agency would ever allow it.

      “Right. Let’s go back to my place. You’ll be safe there. For a while, at least.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. Let’s go, kid.”

      “Not that much of a kid,” she muttered, but got up to walk beside me.

      She wiped at her eyes again and tugged her hair back in a messy ponytail. She looked weary, and I worried she might not be strong enough to survive the life fate dealt her.

      Some days, I wondered the same thing about myself.

      When Lexi saw Owen, her face lit up, and she ran to him. He picked her up in a hug and spun her around. He had four younger sisters, one of them about Lexi’s age, and was a damned good big brother to her, even though she wasn’t related.

      “What’s up, kid?” he asked, messing up her hair even more.

      “Enough, I guess. Seneca said I could stay with you guys today.”

      “Course you can. The more, the merrier.” He opened the back door of the truck, and she climbed in. The second he closed the door his smile fell away, and his eyes darkened. “I really hate that woman.”

      “You and me both.”

      “There’s nothing you can do, legally?”

      “All I can do is call CPS, but Lexi would hate me for it.” I blew out a heavy breath, hating how my hands were tied. “Won’t do anything unless she asks me to.”

      Owen glared one final time, then got in behind the wheel.

      Once I was in, too, he made for the cottage, and we headed right for the garden.

      Lexi enjoyed being there with the flowers and the plants and the colorful orbs that would follow her around.

      It was nice to see her smile and laugh like she should be doing at this age, not wondering where she was going to get her next meal. Or if her mother was going to lock her out of the house for days on end.

      Which had happened. I went inside to make her some food for lunch and Owen followed.

      “You know,” he said hesitantly, as I stood at the stove, “my parents keep asking about you.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I had to clear my throat when the words got stuck. “And what do you tell them?”

      “That one of these days when you’re not busy, you’ll meet them. And my sisters.”

      I put the skillet on the burner and heated up the oil, then dug around in the fridge for some bacon, steak, and whatever else I could think to make. I might not have a thirst for blood all the time, but my appetite had increased and changed over the years. Most fae were vegetarians. Me, I’d grown to love red meat. A lot of red meat.

      Owen didn’t seem to mind my diet and let me cook most of the time. Except now, when his hand covered mine over the skillet handle, and he turned me around.

      “What?”

      “You’re stalling,” he said.

      “Can you blame me? You know what I’m like. And your family, are you sure you want them to meet me? I don’t want them thinking you’re crazy.”

      “They won’t,” he assured me. “They know who you are and what you do for a living.”

      “That’s a great way to make a first impression. Hey Mom, want to meet my girlfriend? She’s a contract spy, thief, and killer, but nothing to worry about. She won’t murder you all in your sleep.”

      He rolled his eyes. “What are you so worried about? You’re a good person. Even after everything you’ve been through.”

      “If that’s what you want to believe.”

      He took me by my shoulders and bent down until we were eye level. “You are. You just refuse to see yourself like that because of all this damned tainted talk.”

      “I am tainted,” I snapped, removing myself from his hold. “I’m a fae who was tortured by a vampire for years. My blood was used to make fae dust. Then after I finally got free, I was bitten by another vampire who turned me. I can never be a part of the fae world again. And what vampire would accept someone who can kill with her blood? Huh? Who?”

      It was known well enough, fae blood could be toxic to vampires, but I’d never heard of one being killed by drinking it. As I’d witnessed happen, several times, with mine.

      His eyes darkened, but he made no move to hug me. “Am I not enough then?”

      “I don’t deserve you,” I argued. “You know I don’t.”

      “You’re ridiculous,” he growled as he stalked away. “I’ll never understand why you insist on bringing yourself down, instead of seeing the good in you. In us.”

      “Oh, I’m ridiculous? Really?”

      “Yes. I’m here for you whenever you need me, you know that, but I can’t help you, if you won’t help yourself.”

      Then he was gone, and I spun back around to start cooking something for Lexi and to get my mind off the hurt in his eyes as he’d walked away.

      What did he want from me? How was I supposed to wake up every day and be happy when I had so much darkness in my past threatening to drag me down?

      Even after I told myself today would be different. Today, I wouldn’t see the scars or feel the lingering pain that I refused to tell Owen about. Or how most days I waited to be taken away back to Otherworld so that rotten piece of filth could finish what he started.

      I didn’t take the dangerous missions for the money. Not even close. I took them because it was the only time I felt fear that would chase away what was left behind.

      Lexi’s laughter pulled my gaze to the window.

      I watched her and Owen digging in and around the flowers, pulling weeds.

      Owen never said it aloud, but I knew what he wanted out of his life. Family. It was important to him. He wanted what his parents had.

      I didn’t have the heart to tell him I could never give it to him because of too many reasons to count. It would break him, and I wasn’t damned near strong enough to push him away. It was selfish of me and just another reason why I wasn’t the good person he thought I was.

      As the meat cooked in the skillet, I went to grab some eggs from the fridge, but when I turned, I cursed and froze.

      There, in the mirror on the far wall, was Macron. He watched me intensely, his lips moving, but I couldn’t hear anything he said.

      I shut my eyes, knowing it couldn’t be possible, and when I opened my eyes, he was gone.

      I brushed it off as more remnants of my nightmares, but a warm breath blew across my neck, and I jumped.

      “Seneca.”

      “No,” I snapped to the empty kitchen. “You left me, and I am not doing this. You are not here.”

      I counted to ten as I held my breath, but there was no reply. No more breaths. Nothing.

      Macron might’ve saved me from Rudarius, but in my mind, he wasn’t much better. He took me in until I was sixteen, and then he just up and left me all alone with no explanation. I hadn’t heard from him since.

      As far as I knew, he was dead. Perhaps it was for the best he was gone. At least one asshole from my past would be gone and buried. The second was in Otherworld, and unless I did something extremely stupid, I would never have to see him again.

      Unless it was to drive a stake through his heart.
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          Draven

        

      

    

    
      Blood filled my goblet, but I wasn’t thirsty this evening. A very important guest was going to be arriving within the hour, and my stomach rebelled at the idea of having anything in it. The dust trade was good, and we made a hefty profit in the last few months, but depending on what type of mood the leader of our coven was in, it might not be enough to satisfy him.

      “Why do you look so nervous?” Lacy asked, running her hand along the back of my shoulders. “You have no bad news to report. We even have a new batch of fae coming in.”

      “We don’t know if they’re usable or not.”

      “Not yet, but we will.”

      “You and I both know the number of fae with good blood is dwindling drastically, year after year. Unless we find a way to get our hands on some full-blooded fae, the dust trade is likely to dry up in less than a decade.”

      Many fae had integrated with the humans, and it diluted the bloodlines over time. The best fae blood came from royal stock, but was the hardest to procure in Otherworld, and rare to find here in the human realm. Very few ventured so far away from their homes. Royal blood was hard enough to handle as it was, seeing as it was toxic to our kind.

      I spun the goblet around and around, my throat starting to burn with hunger. I gave in. The blood soothed my burning throat, but as soon as it touched my stomach, I resisted the urge to vomit.

      Lacy wouldn’t approve, and though she said she was here for me, everyone with eyes and ears knew she worked directly for Rudarius, the master of this coven.

      Technically speaking, I did too, since I was also part of the Black Hawk Coven, but I was far from happy about it. Not as if he was the most grateful or caring coven leader.

      And I had more reason than most to despise him. I hid it well, very well, especially around those like Lacy, who constantly wanted to please him. It had been a long time since I’d seen my true face in the mirror. Some days, I was sure I forgot who I was.

      I stood up, needing to move, and paced the length of the grand hall.

      The mansion resided in the middle of nowhere on the outskirts of Boston. That was the way we liked it. Less likely to have unwanted visitors. And it cut down on the phone calls to the police about all the screaming that echoed upward from the lower levels.

      “You should have another goblet of blood. Or perhaps you’d like something fresh?” Lacy suggested. “I can have someone brought in.”

      “No,” I hissed through my teeth. “I will be fine, thank you.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Why don’t you go and see to the others? I can wait for Rudarius on my own,” I suggested, facing the tinted windows that looked out over the grounds surrounding the mansion. “Go, Lacy. I am not a newborn who needs to be watched over.”

      “No, of course not. Hitting two hundred and ten soon, aren’t you?”

      “Something like that.” I glanced over my shoulder when she said nothing else and found myself alone. “About damned time.”

      I clasped my hands behind my back and willed time to speed up, so I could get this unscheduled meeting over with.

      Rudarius hardly left Otherworld. He checked in usually, once every couple of months at most, to ensure everything on this side was running smoothly and that I was still loyal to him, and only him. When we received word he was coming tonight, I feared an issue had arisen that I wasn’t aware of, and was about to get lectured like a bloody child for it. He was nearly two thousand years old, one of the oldest of our kind still living, and he seemed to believe that made him invincible and in charge of every single vampire, whether they were in his coven or not. Granted, the Black Hawk Coven had slowly taken over most of the smaller ones, though there were still several that could pose a threat if they wanted to.

      Not that they ever would. Their leaders were too cowardly to make a move against Rudarius. They knew far too well what happened to those who failed in their efforts to stand up to him.

      A scream resounded from the lower levels.

      I snarled, stalking around the room until it finally ceased.

      I would have to see to the soundproofing and improve it. I hadn’t started living here until a few months ago. Before then, I resided in Otherworld where Rudarius could keep an eye on me. Then I killed four Feds that were breathing down his neck, and now he trusted me.

      I saw their faces in my nightmares, the light leaving their eyes as I drained each one of them dry. Each one of them died believing I was a monster and there was no changing that fact. How long Rudarius’s faith in me would last, I hadn’t the slightest idea, but if I was going to be stuck here, I was going to be comfortable. Hearing the screams of our victims did not put me anywhere close to a good mood.

      Voices eventually sounded down the corridor, and I made certain to be facing the door for when Rudarius would enter. Never turned my back to him if I could help it. Being so old made him incredibly strong and faster than any other vampire. He was exactly as the stories and rumors said. Dangerous. Damned dangerous.

      The doors opened, and said vampire himself strolled in, head held high, shoulders back, red cloak dragging the floor behind him. The man’s sense of fashion was trapped in the Dark Ages. Not that fashion really changed much in Otherworld anyway. He had black breeches with knee-high black boots, a white blouse shirt beneath a black, silk vest, red scarf at his neck, and wore several rings, rubies, and pearls, all of which he gained from his victims over the years. Fae rings. I assumed he wanted them as trophies since vampires did not have control over any form of magic except mind control. He spread his arms wide in greeting as he neared me, and I bowed low from the waist.

      “Oh, come now,” he said in a happy tone of voice I didn’t expect from him. “I have traveled here to surprise you with a feast and news from Otherworld. You can save the bows for another time.” He grabbed me by my arms and looked into my eyes.

      “Master Rudarius, it is good to see you in such high spirits.”

      “Yes, it is indeed.” His eyes, always red from the amount of blood he consumed, glimmered back at me with hints of a plan he hadn’t shared with me yet. His blond hair was pulled back, giving his face a stern, taut look. He might be an evil bastard, but even I had to admit he was good-looking. Classically handsome is what some of the female vampires called him, always hanging around, waiting for him to take another bride. The man was up to four, last I heard.

      “Please, sit down,” I said, motioning to the table behind us.

      He clapped his hands as he approached the table and four servants hurried in, carrying jugs and goblets. They set them on the table as Lacy and several more vampires joined us.

      Rudarius sat at the head sat, his cloak spreading out around him like a pool of blood. The smile he wore would’ve made any other vampire in his coven excited.

      Me, I wondered what he was up to and who he would make me kill to get what he wanted.

      The servants poured the blood, hands shaking, making the chains around their wrists and ankles rattle.

      When one took too long, I hissed at him and waved him off, impatient to get this meeting started.

      “I’ll do it myself.”

      He set the jug down, bowing his head low, and scurried to the back of the room to wait with the others. Where minutes ago I wasn’t thirsty at all, now my throat burned like a newly-turned vampire’s, and I wanted to down the entire jug right there.

      “Now. then,” Rudarius said loudly, “it has come to my attention that in recent months, our fae dust production has gone down. May I ask why?”

      “There are less and less fae with the correct blood makeup,” I explained.

      “Is that so?”

      “Here in this realm, yes. I am sorry, Master, but that is the way of it.”

      “And what of the fae in Otherworld?”

      I blinked a couple of times, fighting the urge to laugh in his face. “Master?” It was rare we took any fae from the kingdoms in Otherworld. To do so was a suicide mission none of our kind were willing to undertake. They were too heavily protected and had magic on their side. Not to mention, sunlight. “You want us to start taking fae from the kingdoms?”

      He grinned, so his fangs hung over his lower lip. His finger swirled the blood in his goblet then he removed it and licked it clean. “I must confess, all this time the fae dust trade here in the human realm has all been a ruse for a much greater plot. For far too long, our kind has been forced to remain in the darkness. Forced to be labeled as the underbelly of all societies. Here and in Otherworld.” He sipped from his goblet, swirling the blood around in his mouth, then swallowed. “What if I told you I had a way to change our current position for the better? Permanently?”

      I wasn’t the only one who looked at him confused. “And how would we do this?”

      “Fae dust.”

      This time I shook my head slowly. “You want to use a drug against them?”

      “It’s never been about the addicts,” he hissed. “The money was a bonus, of course, to help convince others to join our cause. No, fae dust is much more volatile in the right form. It’s why the fae kingdoms are so against the dust trade.”

      I glanced around the table, but no one else seemed to understand what he was talking about.

      “Why are fae so much better than us?” he asked as he pushed back from the table and stood. “Come now. It’s not too hard of a question.”

      “Their magic,” Lacy spoke up and beamed when Rudarius smiled at her.

      “Their magic. Magic we vampires have long coveted but could never have. So many other races have magic running through their veins, but we only have whatever blood we’ve drunk in ours. And though we can drink fae blood, those with true power would kill us the moment their blood entered our bodies. Nice way of preventing us from absorbing their magic all these years. However,” he said, holding up the hand with the rings on it. “Times change.”

      From inside his vest pocket, he removed a small velvet pouch and opened the drawstring. Inside was fae dust. A puff of light fluttered out telling us that much. He reached in and picked up a pinch. I waited for him to ingest it, thinking our dear old leader had finally lost his mind and his brain was addled with the dust, but then he sprinkled it over the rings on his fingers. The rings sparked and sputtered as if woken from decades of sleep.

      The vampires closest to Rudarius shoved their chairs back, worried looks on their faces.

      I leaned closer, watching the pearls and rubies pulse with life.

      “How is this possible?” I asked.

      “Years of searching for the correct fae carrying the correct blood,” he said quietly, glancing down at the rings on his fingers. “Years spent believing their power was forever beyond our reach. No longer.” He curled his hand into a fist and spun around, aiming it at one of the servants.

      The man’s hands shot to his throat as he was lifted off the floor by Rudarius. “

      See what power I have now.”

      The man choked and gasped, pleading for his life.

      Rudarius twisted his fist, and the man’s neck snapped. He dropped him to the floor without a care.

      “And that my children, is only the beginning.” Rudarius turned again and aimed his fist at the wall.

      When he pulled his arm back with a jerk, a bolt of pure, white fae light shot out of the rings and struck the stone. It exploded, creating a hole in the wall leading straight to the outside. Those closest scattered to avoid being struck by debris, but I was on my feet hurrying over to examine the damage done.

      “Quite impressive is it not?”

      All this time, the weapon I needed was right under my nose. All this time. Slowly I glanced back to see those red eyes watching me closely. Careful to keep my face set, I bowed to Rudarius.

      “It is magnificent. But if I may ask, what are your plans now?”

      He curled his fist against his chest and stalked toward me. “My plans are to do what I have waited centuries to do.” He said nothing else until he stood right in front of me, eyes narrowed with hatred. “Take back the lands that were ours from the fae scum who stole them away in the first place.”

      “You want to declare war,” I said slowly, “on the fae kingdoms?”

      “Not just the fae, Draven. All of Otherworld will fall to our might.”

      Age old anger sprouted in my chest, but I swallowed down the hiss that started to form and bowed my head instead. “And they will all fall to you, I have no doubt.”

      “None at all?”

      “Master?”

      He raised my head using his sharp nails beneath my chin, his eyes searching my face.

      “I have new orders for you and those here,” he told me. “As I said, only certain blood works. You must find any fae left here in the human realm who bear rings such as these.” He held up his hand, the magic already fading from the stones. “As you can tell, the magic does not last long.”

      “How much do you have?” I asked, hoping I didn’t sound too eager.

      “Not enough to win a war, but plenty to get one started.”

      He patted the pocket of his vest where the pouch was. Whatever else there was would be back at his home in Otherworld under heavy guard. Rudarius was many things, but sadly, a fool was not one.

      His eyes narrowed. “We need the fae
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