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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?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE VAMPIRE HEIR

          

          RITE OF THE VAMPIRE BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          THEA
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      I was here. I couldn’t believe it. I had made it.

      Around me, the other ninety-nine people took over half the town square. While we waited for the train to come pick us up, they chatted and laughed and speculated how it would be, what we would see, who we would meet.

      It was not every day Castle DuMoir opened its doors to the public. In fact, it only happened twice a year, and only one hundred lucky guests were invited randomly from the thousands, millions of requests they received.

      And I was one of the lucky ones.

      “Isn’t this exciting?” a girl beside me asked. A wide smile adorned her lips as she bounced on the balls of her feet. Her excitement was irritating, if not saddening. “I can’t believe I was chosen.”

      “Exciting,” I said, though that couldn’t be further from what I was feeling. If I stopped to think about this, if I considered all that could happen, that would happen … I inhaled deeply, calming my racing heart, willing the shaking of my arms to stop.

      “Oh.” She reached over and squeezed my arm. “I see the train coming.” She turned to me, her smile even wider than a few seconds ago, her brown eyes twinkling in the late afternoon sun.

      The majestic, shiny black train slowed to a stop beside the small wooden platform that served as a station on the corner of the town’s square. The glass doors opened, and a tall, handsome man wearing a black suit and a burgundy tie stepped out under the wide, dark awning covering the platform. There was a silver cross brooch on his lapel—the symbol of Castle DuMoir.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, his loud voice carrying over the crowd, shushing the guests. He grinned at us, which made his features even more handsome. “I’m Karl, your host for tonight’s adventure. I have one question for you. Are you ready for the best night of your lives?” The crowd cheered. “Then, please, come on in. Have your invitation handy as I’ll need to check it before you come onboard the DuMoir train.”

      The guests hurried toward the train, pushing one another, trying to get in right away, as if the train would depart and leave them behind. Like a bouncer at a popular nightclub, Karl stood beside the door, making sure everyone who came through showed him their invitation.

      The girl, still beside me, squealed as we approached the doors. “This is it. So exciting.”

      She stopped in front of Karl and flashed her invitation. Karl nodded at her. “Please, come in, young lady.”

      Then, I was in front of him. The man was taller up close, harder, more imposing. But his smile didn’t touch his blue eyes. I held his stare as I handed him my invitation, willing my hand not to shake. He plucked the beige paper from my hands and glanced at it. “Thea Harrington?”

      I lifted my chin. “That’s me.”

      He narrowed his eyes, but I refused to break under his gaze. This was just starting … I wouldn’t break down now.

      The penny-sized brooch hidden in the inside pocket of my jacket trembled as he scrunched his nose and leaned away from me.

      Karl tsked and returned the invitation to me, as if he was suddenly bored. “Welcome aboard, miss.” He gestured to the doors.

      “Thank you,” I muttered, turning away from him.

      A long, relieved breath escaped my lungs as I stepped inside the train.

      The locomotive was even fancier on the inside. The darkened windows were large and curved upward, taking up most of the ceiling. Two columns of large, black leather armchairs stood on each side of the wide corridor, with touchscreen TVs and folding tables on their backs. Some chairs were turned back and a smooth wooden table stood between two rows.

      From the magazines and articles I had read about the DuMoir visit, I knew there would also be a luxurious dining car, a movie theater car, a car with a pool, and even sleeping quarters.

      I had started walking down the first car, when a hand grabbed my wrist. “Hey, sit here,” the girl from before said, tugging on my arm gently.

      I held in a grimace. This was not the time to make friends. I looked around, but the seats were filling up fast, and what would be my excuse to her? She had already seen I was as alone as she was.

      I sighed. “Sure.” I plopped down on the seat beside her.

      She offered me her slender hand. “I’m Judy.”

      “Thea.” I looked at her once more as I shook her hand firmly. She was probably my age, nineteen or maybe twenty, and she was pretty with auburn hair and tanned skin. I pulled my hand from hers and settled into my seat, looking straight ahead.

      The girl, though, didn’t seem to get the hint. “So, how long have you been trying to visit DuMoir?”

      I suppressed a groan. “Two years.”

      “Oh, you’re lucky.”

      I frowned. Was I? “They don’t allow visitors younger than fifteen.”

      “True, but my entire family has been trying for years, and finally, I got the invitation.” She tilted her head. “So, why do you want to see Castle DuMoir?”

      The golden question. Everyone who was granted an invitation was asked that question. I clasped my hands together on my lap, glad I was shaking less and less, and told her what I had rehearsed for months now. “I’ve lived one town over for most of my life. There’s nothing interesting around here, except the fact that there’s a mysterious castle close by. Who doesn’t want to see it? To know the faces of the lords and nobles living inside it?”

      Her grin was so big, I thought it would blind me. “Exactly! I don’t live in Crimson Glen, but my grandparents do. My parents were raised here until they got married and moved away, but we visit often. I’ve always dreamed of seeing the castle in person, to meet a prince, or a lord, or a royal guard, and …” Her cheeks gained a red tint, and she quickly averted her gaze.

      Holy crap, this girl thought she was headed straight to a fairy tale. Cinderella going to meet the prince at the ball. Poor girl.

      My anxiety and nervousness were replaced by a white-hot anger. Anger for this girl and her dreams. “Well, anything can happen,” I forced out.

      She returned her eyes to mine, a small smile on her closed lips. “Anyway, I’m here to have a fun evening. I heard there’s a village outside the castle with actual taverns and inns and stables, like old stuff, you know?”

      I nodded. “There’s also a lake and boat rides, and a small winery.”

      “And to crown the night, a tour inside the castle and a masquerade party in the ballroom.”

      A chill went down my spine. “That’s right.”

      “So exciting,” Judy repeated for the tenth time or so. If I had to guess, I would hear that same tone coming from her at least another five hundred times until the end of this visit.

      When the passengers were seated and the doors closed, Karl’s voice rang through the speakers. “Welcome aboard, ladies and gentlemen. Please, make yourself comfortable. Fun fact about our fabulous train: It can hit 250 miles per hour, but because DuMoir is only forty miles away and the scenery is beautiful at sunset, we’ll take this trip slow.”

      A beautiful woman in a black suit, burgundy shirt and the silver cross pin appeared by my side. With a wide smile, she unfolded each of our tables, depositing on them crystal flutes filled with bubbling liquid.

      “Thanks,” I whispered as she turned around and served the guests on the other side of the corridor.

      “Please, enjoy a glass of one of our finest wines, produced at the DuMoir estate,” Karl continued. “If you need anything, our attendants can certainly help you. Enjoy the ride. We’ll be at the DuMoir Castle in less than thirty minutes.”

      I eyed the flute and the champagne-like liquid in front of me.

      I swallowed hard.

      Beside me, Judy downed her champagne in one big gulp. With a loud, “Aahh,” she set down her glass and turned to me. “It’s delicious. Drink it.”

      From the corner of my eye, I glanced at the attendants nearby. “I don’t really drink this kind of stuff.”

      “But it’s great. You’ll like it.”

      “No, I don’t want it.”

      “Why not? We’re here to enjoy this visit. Here’s the first taste.”

      I scrunched my nose. “I’m not—”

      Judy exhaled. “Fine, then I’ll drink it.” I gasped as she grabbed my flute and drank the entire thing in less than two seconds. My throat went dry and my heart sped up. Again, I glanced at the attendants, this time not so discreet, but none of them were looking at us. Thankfully, Judy placed my now empty glass in front of me again. “Well, that was even better the second time around.” She chuckled.

      “You have no idea what you’ve done,” I whispered, wishing she wouldn’t really hear me.

      She shrugged. “This fancy trip is free. I’m eating and drinking and taking everything they hand me. And if you don’t want it, I’ll have yours too.” She grinned, still looking as innocent and cheerful as the girl who first talked to me in the town’s square not twenty minutes ago.

      My fingers itched, and even though I didn’t know this girl, a sudden urge to reach out and hold her hand assaulted me, too strong to contain. A small gasp escaped through my lips, but instead of reaching for her, I sat on my hands and looked straight ahead, eager for this night to be over.

      For this whole thing to be over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          DRAKE
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      After thirteen days of incessant fighting, my exhaustion ran bone-deep.

      Every step on the wide, shiny black staircase took more effort than I cared to admit.

      I passed three human servants, who stared at my bloodied armor for one second too long before remembering their place and bowing deeply as I walked by.

      I groaned. This place was crawling with humans.

      Two men, dressed in the castle’s colors—black suit and deep red tie—stood in front of the double doors of Reynard’s office. They didn’t even look at me as I approached. They simply opened the doors, and I stepped aside.

      “Drake,” Reynard’s voice floated toward me before I could place him. Them.

      Though the room was filled with Reynard’s poignant scent, as I walked into the room, I smelled Alex’s presence, too.

      With a glass of red liquid in his hand, Reynard poked his blond head around the corner of his office. “We’re in here.” I marched toward the long mahogany table and black leather armchairs, which sat before the large glass windows, then turned to the right. The office opened into a larger entertainment room, complete with pool table, low sofas, a big screen and movie theater like chairs. A bar stood against one wall crammed full of alcohol and blood.

      Reynard stood between the pool table and the bar, sipping from his drink, while Alex leaned over the pool table, his mop of brown hair falling over his shoulders and face as he made a move. His cue stick hit the white ball with precision, and he pocketed four balls.

      With a cat’s grin, Alex straightened and stared at me. “Hello, Drake. How were the northern mountains?”

      I reigned in my hate for the insufferable prick and offered him the same predator’s smile. “Cold and distant.” Then, I turned to Reynard, our leader, and started on my report. “I tried solving the werewolves’ problems peacefully, but they weren’t having it. A battle ensued, and after thirteen days of fighting nonstop, I finally broke through. I killed their leaders, rounded the rest of the pack up, picked new leaders, and explained the rules to everyone.” I gestured down my bloodied armor. “I just got back.”

      Reynard glanced at my clothes and clicked his tongue. “You should have rested before coming to me.”

      “I can rest later,” I assured him. “Now, I just want a meal and a warm bath.”

      “Oh, you’re hungry?” Alex asked, his voice amused. “Brianna, come here, darling.” As if pulled by a string, a young woman in a skimpy white dress appeared from behind the couch. She stood and I closed my eyes for a moment as if it hurt to look at such a young, pretty girl with several crusted over wounds on her once unmarred neck. Like a doll, she strolled toward Alex. “Take a bite,” he offered.

      I suppressed a growl, though I was sure he could hear it rumbling inside my chest. “No, thank you,” I hissed.

      He shook his head once. “Well, if you won’t have it …” He wound his arm around the young woman’s waist, pulled her close, and holding my gaze, he bared his teeth. His canines elongated, then he bit down on her neck.

      The girl gasped in pleasure. The poor thing was probably a junkie, used to being a blood bag, used to our ecstasy-inducing saliva. A vampire’s bite was as addicting as it was dangerous.

      Blood trickled down her neck, into the deep cleavage of her dress, between her plump breasts.

      My mouth watered.

      “Alex, you should put that blood slave out of her misery sooner rather than later,” Reynard barked, watching as Alex drank the girl’s blood with gusto. Reynard shook his head once, then turned to the bar. There, he picked one of many bottles filled with fresh blood and filled a fat glass to the brim. He offered it to me.

      “Thank you,” I muttered, taking the glass. I inhaled deeply, letting the metallic heavy scent fill my senses. Then, I gulped it down as if there was a fire inside me and this drink, this red liquid, was the only thing that could quench it.

      “There,” Alex said, letting go of the girl. Her body slumped to the floor like a potato sack. Like a real prince, Alex picked a handkerchief out of his suit’s pocket and cleaned his mouth. As for the girl, he didn’t even glance at her again. “I’ll have someone dispose of the body.”

      Reynard ignored him and said to me, “That pack has been giving us trouble for years.” He absently reached for the silver cross pendant hanging over his shirt and twisted it between his thumb and index finger, as he usually did whenever he was thinking too hard.

      I had been sent up there, to the northern, colder parts of Canada, to deal with it more times than I liked to remember. The crazy alpha had risen into power by sheer luck, and he resented the fact that his kind should remain hidden, should abide by rules. In one of his rage episodes, the alpha had led a team to decimate a small human village because some children decided to play in the forest and crossed into their territory by accident. Another time, vampires—good friends of Reynard—had been in the area visiting acquaintances. Apparently, one vampire got into a beef with a werewolf at a local bar, and the entire pack turned on the vampires. Usually, one to one, it was hard to tell who would win—it depended on the age of the vampire and the size of the werewolf, but dozens of werewolves against a handful of unprepared vampires? Not a chance.

      Then rumors arrived that the alpha had been planning to round up other packs—they wanted an all-out war with the humans. If that were his plan, he needed to be stopped, and as the most powerful group of supernaturals on this side of the globe, we had to deal with him. And so, as one of the princes—a nickname for the few hand-chosen vampires Reynard trusted, the ones in the line of succession in case Reynard abdicated—I was sent to find out what was going on and solve it. In the end, the rumors were true, and the alpha had aligned with three other packs. In fact, the day I arrived, they attacked another village nearby. I wasn’t able to save those humans, but after days of fighting, I had put an end to that crazy plan.

      Or so I hoped.

      “It should be all solved now,” I said. The poor girl’s body on the floor felt like a magnet, but I fought against the pull and didn’t look at it.

      “Great.” Reynard patted my shoulder twice. “You know I’ll want all the details, but you should go clean up. You have one hour to rest.” I lifted an eyebrow at him. “You forgot?”

      Then it hit me. The bi-annual tour. It was today. Later tonight. Damn. I had stayed away for so long, I had forgotten.

      “There’s too much on my mind,” I explained.

      Alex snorted. “It’s the biggest event, and you forgot?”

      Reynard went on, again ignoring Alex. “I’ll see you in the ballroom in an hour.”

      I bowed my head. “Yes, my Lord.”

      Reynard, with his appearance of late thirties, but with too many years on his back, practically rolled his eyes at me. “Don’t call me that.” He waved me off. “Now get ready for our feast.”
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      I thought I had prepared myself before coming here. I had read all the articles, seen all the published pictures, read interviews with people who worked for and with the castle’s habitants. I had even researched Lord Reynard and his princes—his many adopted sons—and how long ago his ancestors had come from Europe and helped shape the United States’ history.

      But nothing could have prepared me for the real Castle DuMoir. Nothing could have prepared me for how magical and beautiful and unreal this place looked and felt.

      The village was straight out of the 1800s, but well-kept and with electric lamps illuminating the stone paved roads. The lake made a thick C around the village, and its banks were white sand, torches lit every few feet, and the water was pitch black shining under the moonlight. When it was time for the boat ride, the guests were divided into five smaller groups and each boarded a luxurious yacht. The winery was a maze of tall hedges that always ended in some kind of plaza—one had stone benches, another had a small fountain, another had a little chapel, and more.

      All the while, they offered us food and drink—a taste of stew and ale at the tavern, champagne and hors d'oeuvres in one of the yachts, grapes and cheese and wine at the winery. I confess I tasted them all, but I never took more than half a bite. Meanwhile, Judy ate her part and mine and always asked for more.

      I was careful when letting her finish my portions, watching out so Karl and his convoy weren’t looking at us. I didn’t think they saw it.

      When our group was finally being guided from the village to the castle through a long, winding, uphill trail, Judy frowned at me. “Did you notice all the people we encountered here are too beautiful?” The light coming from the lamps flanking the path illuminated half her face.

      “Yes,” I answered. There was no reason to lie.

      “Seriously, it’s like that’s a requirement to work here. The job application probably says something like ‘you should be me more beautiful than a Greek god or goddess.’” She chuckled at her own joke. “That’s the only thing I can think of.”

      “Maybe it’s luck,” I said. But it wasn’t luck, it was consequence. And it wasn’t only the people serving in the stores or restaurants. The many guards positioned throughout the estate were also as attractive as Karl and his assistants.

      “I want to be lucky like this,” she whispered.

      You have no idea what you’re talking about, I wanted to tell her, but I kept my mouth shut.

      So far, I had been able to keep the anxiety at bay and almost enjoy this visit. Almost.

      But, as we rounded the last curve of the path, and it opened to a big clearing, which was probably a beautiful colorful garden when in the sunlight, revealing the large stone castle with its turrets and balconies and its many illuminated windows, my heart skipped a beat.

      The anxiety and nervousness slammed back into my chest. After a sharp inhale, my heartbeat sped up, and I rubbed my clammy palms on my jeans.

      “It’s so pretty,” Judy said, her tone carrying a dreamy lilt. “So grand, so imposing.” She sighed as if being here, seeing this castle was the biggest achievement of her life. “I bet it’s even prettier during the day.”

      Karl guided us down another stone path that cut through the garden and led us straight to the castle’s front entrance. Wide stone stairs led up to huge dark wooden doors—the doors alone were sixteen or seventeen feet tall.

      Karl gestured for us to stop, then raced up the stairs and faced us with a big grin. “Ladies and gentlemen. We’ll now walk around some of the most beautiful rooms of the castle, like the foyer, the living room, the library, the dining room, and after changing into ball attire, we’ll finally stop at the ballroom, where we’ll meet the other groups and party before it all ends.” I sucked in a sharp breath. Weary, I glanced around, but everyone was still smiling, still laughing, still content about the visit. “Who knows? We might see Lord Reynard or a prince or two around the corridors.” Some women, including Judy, let out sounds like shrieks of anticipation. “Please, follow me.”

      Like a good guide, Karl lead us through the castle, telling us interesting facts about each room, like where the materials used in the foyer’s construction came from, which books Lord Reynard treasured the most in the library, who was who in the many paintings spread along the hallway walls, the many illustrious guests that Lord Reynard, and his ancestors before him, entertained in the living room, which instruments Lord Reynard knew how to play in the music room, and which was Lord Reynard favorite food in the dining room—the table was covered with these rare dishes, and the guests were invited to try them out.

      As usual, Judy ate all that crossed her path. I approached the table, pretended to pick on a bruschetta, but didn’t eat anything. By now, Judy and the guests were starting to trip over their own feet.

      Then, finally, we were taken to large rooms with vanities, chairs, mirrors, and hangers filled with luscious gowns. A couple of young women met us at the doors and guided us to the vanities where they styled our hair and enhanced our makeup. The girl helping me chose a long, full black gown for me. When I reluctantly put it on, I felt awkward and out of place. I was used to fancy dresses and attire, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to be dressed like this here. I especially didn’t like the way the dress exposed my neck and shoulders—I shuddered.

      Next, they took us back to a wide hallway, and at the end, I could see a grand, curved archway in smooth, white stone.

      I barely had time to acknowledge the beauty of the ballroom as we crossed beneath the archway and stepped inside. Two young women, standing to the side of the archway, handed us champagne flutes.

      “Please, join us in the center,” one of them said. “Lord Reynard will make an appearance soon.”

      This was it. It was almost time. I inhaled sharply as the anxiety returned in full force.

      “Wow,” Judy muttered, her huge eyes going from the young woman’s face, to the champagne in her hand, to the ballroom. She had a dark green gown on, which went well with her smooth skin and brown hair.

      I tried shoving my nervousness to the back of my mind and live in the moment. Pretending I was fine, I took in the room.

      Wow indeed.

      Our shoes made a clink-clink sound on the shiny, black stone floor as we walked deeper into the large, white-walled ballroom. I looked around and felt like an ant in the imposing room. The ceiling was five stories high, and right in the center, it curved downward as if the weight of the three big, crystal chandeliers were too much to bear. Floor-to-ceiling windows took up most of south side of the room, and on the north side, a wide staircase led to a large balcony with a black, stone railing.

      One hundred people in this ballroom was nothing, and we all huddled in the center, admiring the place.

      “What now?” I heard a woman to my right ask the man beside her. Looking like a politician in his sleek tuxedo, the man simply shrugged.

      I glanced around. Everyone was chatting, grinning, admiring the place, enjoying their fine clothes, and sipping their champagne.

      “You won’t even drink that one?” Judy asked me, her eyes huge, as if I were absolutely crazy. “Give it to me, then.” She reached for my flute, but I pulled it back.

      “No, let me keep this one.” This one … this one they would be watching closely.

      She recoiled, hurt by my barked words. “Oh-kay.”

      Karl appeared on the stairs. With graceful steps, he went up to the balcony then smiled down at us. “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s my pleasure to introduce you to the owner of this beautiful castle, Lord Reynard DuMoir.”

      The doors at the back of the balcony opened and a tall man with long, blond hair emerged from the shadows to loom over us at the balcony railing. He wore an elegant black tux with black shirt and burgundy tie and a long, black cape. His smile was even more dazzling than Karl’s.

      Ten young men trailed behind him, all dressed in the same black tux but with white shirts and without the dramatic cape. The men formed a half circle around the lord of the castle.

      The princes.

      The glass felt slippery in my damp hands. I let out a shuddering breath.

      “Oh my God,” Judy whispered beside me. “They are all … gorgeous!”

      Indeed, like everyone in this castle, the young princes were all handsome in a too-perfect-to-be-true way.

      “Welcome to my little castle,” Lord Reynard said, his rough voice booming all around us. “I’m so glad you are here tonight. Please, let’s celebrate.” The two young women who had been distributing drinks at the doors a few moments ago, now walked among the princes and Lord Reynard, handing out silver flutes. I wondered if they really had champagne in those. Lord Reynard took a flute, then raised it high. “To a happy night.”

      Ninety-nine guests smiled at him. Ninety-nine guests lifted their glasses to the lord of the castle. Ninety-nine guests downed their champagne in two, three gulps.

      I quickly put the rim of the glass to my lips, but drank only a sip, then as if I had choked on the drink, I lowered my head and coughed, while not so subtly dumping the rest of my champagne on the floor.

      Ninety-nine guests swayed and barely paid any attention as Lord Reynard and the princes discarded their flutes. Ninety-nine guests swayed and didn’t even noticed as the other six doors on the bottom floor of the ballroom opened and more incredibly beautiful people, mostly men, entered the room and lined the walls. Ninety-nine guests didn’t see as the doors were closed again and locked.

      My heart thundered in my chest. The glass finally slipped from my trembling hand and shattered on the floor.

      “My dear guests,” Lord Reynard said, knowing the guests couldn’t really make out his words anymore, not ninety-nine of them at least. Though I was sure his speech was part of the game. Part of the thrill. “I’m so, so glad you are here tonight. You see, we only have theses feasts twice a year so as not to attract unwanted attention. Do you know how much work is involved in making sure you all disappear and no one comes looking for you?” He took a step down the stairs. “If it was a little easier, we would do it more often, because, oh, we almost starve between these parties.” He took another step down. “Almost.”

      Judy bumped into me and I nearly jumped out of my skin. I grabbed her arm and turned her to me. Her eyes were dazed and her mouth hung open, like she wanted to smile, but her jaw was too numb. Damn, I should have stopped her from drinking and eating.

      “Judy,” I whispered her name, trying to shake her off the induced stupor.

      Lord Reynard took another step down the stairs. “Now, my dear guests, I want to thank you for coming. For sending your request to visit us and for accepting our invitation.”

      In rhythm with Lord Reynard, the people along the walls advanced forward a foot.

      No, I shouldn’t have stopped Judy from drinking and eating. Maybe I should have drank and eaten a little more, then my heart wouldn’t be thumping so hard against my chest, it hurt.

      I inhaled deeply, trying to slow my breathing, to calm my heart, before one of them noticed—heard—I wasn’t a freaking doll like the others.

      Lord Reynard grinned, revealing his fangs. “Thank you, my guests, for your generous donation.” Like a cat, he leaped from the stairs. I watched, my heart skipping a beat, as he seemed to float in the air for two seconds, making a graceful arc above our heads. Then, he landed silently in the middle of the guests. I held in a gasp, but the other ninety-nine guests didn’t even blink. “Let’s feast!” he yelled.

      The vampires attacked.
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      The feast happened twice a year, but by the way the others advanced on the humans, it seemed we only invited them here once every decade.

      Reynard was the first to sink his teeth in the shiny skin of a young woman. The moment he took the first gulp, the other princes were all over the ballroom, taking their own victims. Only then, did the other vampires around the perimeter of the room go in for their meal.

      I stayed on the balcony, watching the horrors below me as the heavy scent of blood infected the air. Too sweet, too alluring. I closed my eyes, fisted my hands, and held my ground.

      I hadn’t been human for many years, but I still remembered how easily they got scared, how they held on to fear. Fear had been stripped away from the one hundred guests by all the drinks offered while on the estate. The last glass of champagne they drank was laced with the final touch, one last drop of elixir to make them compliant. Only a handful of the guests were resistant, but they were still drunk on it and couldn’t run or do anything other than scream while the vampires came for them.

      The guests weren’t randomly chosen. Besides not having a large family we needed to worry about, they were picked based on Reynard’s and the princes’ preferences.

      Cain was probably the least picky one. As long as blood was flowing down his throat, he didn’t care. Nolan, Aston, and Gray went for the big guys—men in their thirties, forties, who were strong enough to put up a fight if they weren’t affected by the elixir. They liked a good brawl. Alex, Patrick, and Phelps always chose girls around our human ages—from twenty to twenty-five—so they could rub themselves all over them while draining them of blood. I didn’t know what sickened me more. To watch that or Dorian and Albert while they fed on the little ones, the fifteen year olds. According to them, the youngest had the freshest, sweetest blood of all.

      I couldn’t understand how Reynard allowed children to be brought to the castle. If it were up to me, we would only allow people over twenty-one in here.

      But I was not the lord of the castle.

      And if Dorian and Alex had their way, I would never be.

      Even through the enticing blood, her spicy and earthy scent hit my nostrils, and I turned to the door behind me as she walked into the ballroom.

      A small smile tugged on my lips. “Sarki.”

      The oracle, a beautiful woman with long, black curls and smooth, dark skin, strolled to me, her brown eyes on the carnage below. The skirt of her dark red robe brushed against the black floor, hiding her feet. She looked more like a priestess ready for a sacred ritual than an ancient being ready for the feast.

      Sarki halted by my side. “Hello, young Drake.”

      My grin widened. Only she would call a five-hundred-year-old vampire young. “Came to join the fun?”

      She snorted. “Fun? This is ridiculous. And I know you feel the same.”

      A crease settled between my brows. “Have you ever tried to stop this?”

      “Reynard only listens to me when it’s convenient for him.”

      I nodded, knowing what she meant. But maybe someday it would change. I didn’t like to think that someday Reynard wouldn’t be among us all. After all, he was a father to me, and despite all of his flaws, I cared for him as such, but he was the one who had instilled the princes’ rank several hundred years ago and chosen the ones he found were the best to succeed him in case something happened to him. As he always said, we lived in a dangerous world, and dealing with supernaturals was always a risk. We had already lost too many good friends over the centuries.

      However, in the event of Reynard’s death, I wished one of the good princes would take his place.

      I didn’t like thinking what would happen if Alex or Dorian ended up as lord of the castle. These feasts would become a monthly occurrence, the number of guests would double, and there wouldn’t be an age limit. I grimaced.

      In one fast movement, the oracle reached for me and took my hand in hers, squeezing hard. “Sarki?”

      A white shadow fell over her eyes, and she stared straight ahead, seeing nothing and everything. “It has arrived. It’s here,” she said in the eerie voice she got whenever she was having a vision. “It has come.”

      “What? What has come?”

      “The missing piece holding our salvation.” She turned those milky eyes to me. “Your salvation. Find the new and unite it with the old.” Sarki blinked. Her eyes returned to normal. “Wasn’t that mysterious?” she joked, letting go of my hand.

      “What did you see?”

      She shook her head once. “Not much. I never see much. I just get a feeling.” She placed a hand over her chest. “I don’t know what that meant.”

      With that, she walked off to the side of the balcony. I stared after her, wondering how strange it must be, to get visions, feelings, and not know what to do with them. Reynard, though, he always dug until he found a meaning. If he didn’t find one, he created one.

      But this was the first time in the almost five hundred years I had been with Reynard and Sarki that she had talked to me when foretelling something. First time it was for me.

      Distracted by these thoughts, I only sensed the new presence two seconds in advance. My head snapped to the side as a woman came rushing up the stairs and threw herself at me.

      “Please, help me,” she rasped between sobs. “Please, save me.”

      I froze.

      Her arms were warm around my waist and her scent … I tried not to breathe, but it was impossible. There was blood smeared all over her clothes. I had no idea if it was hers or someone else’s. At this point, my brain didn’t care anymore.

      She pulled back and looked up at me with big, brown eyes. “Please, sir, help me.”

      Why she had come to me, I had no idea. Perhaps because I was the only one away from the massacre? The only one not dirty with blood, with my teeth still retracted?

      But temptation was right here, facing me with desperation on her face.

      I had been so, so good. I could endure a little longer—

      She turned her face to the floor below, exposing her pretty little neck to me. She let out a cry. “Can’t you see? It’s madness.”

      Oh, I could see it. I could see the madness that the pulsing vein in her neck was driving me to. I could hear her blood rushing, her heart thumping.

      My control snapped.

      I sank my teeth into her neck.

      Her deliciously warm blood flowed into my mouth and down my throat, and I practically purred in delight. Fresh blood was the best thing on this Earth. Every time I tasted it, I wondered why the hell I resisted it so much. Why did I prefer the bottled version? Not that it was much worse. Our servants put together the bottles from blood bags we got from hospitals and labs, or from draining the humans we kept alive during the feast, the blood slaves we saved for later.

      Because I wasn’t an animal.

      I pushed the girl back before I drained her, disgusted with myself. If she hadn’t been dazed with the elixir, she was dazed now, after having half her blood taken.

      Gently, I helped her to the ground, and then sidestepped her, trying not to feel too guilty for something that was supposed to be natural for someone like me. Even after almost five hundred years, this never felt natural.

      Wishing there was somewhere better I could hide the woman, I fished a handkerchief from my tux pocket and cleaned the corners of my mouth.

      My gaze returned to the bloodbath below, looking for a distraction to occupy my mind before I finished what I had started. Right in the center of the ballroom, an unusual scene caught my attention. A young woman hugged another one tightly against her chest, trying to keep her upright, while dodging the blood-crazy vampires. Eden, one of Alex’s guys, advanced on them, and she blocked his hands with her upper arm, and then landed a beautiful front snap kick right to his chest. The vampire stumbled back, only to bare his fangs at her.

      In two seconds, I was standing between the young women and Eden.

      “Leave them alone,” I said without really thinking.

      Eden snarled at me. “Are you laying claim on them, prince?”

      Then, Alex, with his lips smeared with blood, was right beside Eden. “My man here was going for them before you, Drake.” Alex looked at the young women, his eyes shining with lust and hunger. “Unless you intend to claim them, I’ll have the blond one.”

      “And I’ll have the redhead,” Eden said, his voice too eager.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the girls. The blond didn’t seem affected by the elixir at all. She was holding to the red-haired girl as if her life depended on it, while still aware of all that occurred around her. From her stance, I knew she was ready to land another nasty kick to whoever got too close.

      Her light gray eyes met mine, her despair stamped on them, and a chill ran down my spine.

      I lifted my chin and faced Alex. “Yes, I’m claiming them.” I pointed at the two young women and said louder, so everyone around us could hear me. “I lay claim on these two girls. They are mine.”
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      I thought I wouldn’t panic, but the moment the vamps jumped us, my heart went through my throat and I realized I was so, so wrong.

      I was not prepared for this.

      The vamps took their first victims and I wanted to scream. People should be shrieking, they should be running, but they were too dazed, too high on whatever was in our drinks to do anything other than stand there and wait to be turned into a meal.

      I had to act as such, too. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, trying to slow my racing heart.

      My eyes snapped open when Judy huffed. A vampire had grabbed her. I should have let him do it; I should have let him kill her right then.

      The vamp bit her neck. Judy moaned and became a limp mass in his arms.

      I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t let them take her like that.

      Abandoning all reason, I kicked the vampire in the hip, hard enough to get his attention, to make him release his mouth from her skin. He stared at me, fangs bared, and dropped Judy on the floor like a discarded soda can. Then, he came for me.

      I stood my ground as the brooch, now tucked inside my cleavage, warmed enough to hurt my skin.

      The vampire halted a foot from me and scrunched his nose. “What the hell?” He took a step back. “Your blood smells … spoiled.”

      I ignored his comment and knelt beside my friend. “Judy.” I brushed her hair from her face and lifted her head. “Wake up, Judy.” She moaned in response. “Shit.” With the little strength I had, I hooked my arms around her shoulders and hauled her up. “Please, help me,” I said to her, but I knew, she was too high on the elixir and the bite to carry her own weight.

      Around us, the vamps feasted—drinking their victims’ blood and feeling up their bodies. Nausea revolved in my stomach, and it was all I could do not to throw up.

      I didn’t know how much time had passed, but soon, most of the guests were pushed aside on the floor. And, in one corner, a few satisfied vamps rounded up humans—the blood slaves they were saving for later.

      “Come on,” I groaned at Judy, trying to pass her arm around my shoulders so it wouldn’t be too hard to keep her upright. “We gotta go.” I jerked my chin toward the cattle-like humans.

      As I turned, hauling Judy with me, another vampire appeared right in front of me. “Hm, what do we have here?” He leaned closer, and like the other one, scrunched his nose at me. “What is wrong with you?” He sniffed once more, and probably catching the blood on her neck, his eyes landed on Judy. “She smells nice.”

      He reached for her.

      Without thinking, I kicked him square in the chest, sending him back a couple of steps.

      The vampire snarled at me, ready to rip my throat out.

      Shit.

      Then, another vampire—a prince—appeared out of nowhere between Judy and me and the enraged vamp. I felt like I was in a daze as a second prince showed up, and they discussed our fate. I wanted to butt in and say something, but what? My thundering heart and sweaty palms didn’t help. I had to slip away and go to the corner with the other humans who would be kept alive.

      I inhaled deeply, ready to sprint, if I had to.

      Until the prince looked over his shoulder at me. The moment his harsh green eyes met mine, I froze.

      The prince—Drake, that was what they had called him—returned his gaze to the other two vampires. “Yes, I’m claiming them.” He pointed at Judy and me, then said in a louder, steadier voice, “I lay claim on these two girls. They are mine.”

      What did he mean, we were his?

      That filled me with frustration, and questions, but with the number of vampires closing in on us with their shiny, sharp fangs out, those questions would have to wait. At least this vamp, this prince, had his fangs hidden, and he was the only one who didn’t seem smeared by blood and didn’t have his clothes rumpled from tangling with the humans.

      In my arms, Judy moaned again, still riding the high.

      The other prince let out a hollow chuckle. “Typical. Prince Drake taking on the peasants.”

      Drake took a step back and stood by my side. “Do you have a problem with it, Prince Alex?”

      Alex sported a sly grin. “Oh no, not at all.”

      After a showdown of testosterone, Drake turned to me. “Give me your friend.” Even if he weren’t a vampire, his height, the width of his shoulders, and the sheer power in his voice would have intimidated me. I only held Judy tighter. “If you want to live, I suggest you hand me your friend and come with me.”

      His green eyes looked so bright, so deep—too human. No, not human. This man was not human. I had to keep in mind that none of them were human. However, it didn’t seem like my first plan would work. The cattle-like humans were on the other side of the room, and I knew, I knew the moment I stepped away from this prince, the others would be all over me. Perhaps they wouldn’t want to drink my blood, but they could kill me with a snap of their fingers, and they could take Judy.

      I didn’t have many options here.

      “Okay,” I muttered, loosening my grip around Judy. Drake scooped her up as if she were nothing more than a ragged doll.

      Next, he took my hand and curled it around his elbow. “Stay with me,” he said with a bark. An order.

      With Judy secured in his arms, Drake guided me across the ballroom, toward the staircase. He glanced up, to the side of the balcony, where a gorgeous woman with black hair and dark skin and an elegant burgundy robe stood, watching us with a tight smile on her lips.

      The oracle.

      I averted my eyes.

      “W-where are you taking us?” I asked, afraid of his answer. For all I knew, he could simply take us both to another room, lock us in there, and feed on us.

      “To safety.” He glanced at me again. “I’m Drake. What’s your name?”

      I paused for a moment, wondering if I should tell him. I couldn’t find any reason not to. “Thea.”

      He looked down to his arms. “And hers?”

      “Judy.” One vampire made a pass at me. Drake noticed and turned toward him, ready to strike or defend, I didn’t know. But the moment the vampire smelled me, he snarled and retreated. Without wasting a second, Drake tugged at my arm, and we resumed marching across the ballroom. Wasn’t he curious about why the others couldn’t get close to me? I was curious as to why he could. “That other … vampire,” I paused, trying to pass surprise and incredibility when pronouncing the word as if I hadn’t known until tonight vampires were real. “That vampire back there, he said my blood smelled spoiled to him. Isn’t it the same with you?”

      He halted at the base of the staircase and glanced at me again. “No. Your scent is …” He sucked in a sharp breath, and then shook his head once. “Your blood smells fine. Just fine.”

      That was a surprise.

      I opened my mouth to ask more—I had to understand how he was getting around it—but I swallowed a gasp instead.

      The ballroom went dark.

      My heart stopped for a moment, and a chill went down my spine as screams and loud bangs and rapid movement filled my ears. Drake’s arm tensed under my hand. Something like a growl came from him. He moved forward, but my foot caught on the stair, and I fell on my knees. This time, I couldn’t contain the yelp that ripped out from my chest.

      I was in a dark room full of vampires.

      Tears of despair and fear burned behind my eyelids. I was blind here, but the vampires weren’t, not completely. They couldn’t see as well as if the lights were still on, but they could make out a few silhouettes and masses.

      Fingering my surroundings, I stood and reached for Drake. Only to find an empty space where he had been a moment ago.

      “D-drake?” I called quietly, afraid that someone else, another vampire, would hear me. Who was I kidding? I could whisper, and they all would hear it.

      A heartbeat passed. “I’m here,” Drake said, taking my hand in his. He tugged me close to him. “Just … stay quiet.”

      I wanted to ask him what was happening, but the likelihood that he would answer me was low. Besides, I was afraid of the answer.

      The lights flickered on.

      I gasped in relief, and then I gasped in horror.

      Along the perimeter of the room, half a dozen vampires were pinned to the walls by thick swords pierced through their shoulders, and thick wooden staves were driven through their chests.

      My hands flew to my mouth.

      Beside me, Drake sucked in a sharp breath. I followed his line of sight, and atop the stairs, I saw a seventh vampire nailed to the wall.

      Drake rasped, “Lord Reynard.”
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      I blinked once, twice, three times. But the man who took me in, who made me feel less disgusted about what I was, was now pinned to the wall, a stake deep in his heart.

      My insides became fire, and rage swept over me. I turned around and shouted at the frozen people in the ballroom. “Who the hell did this?”

      Alex, his eyes rimmed with red, was right in my face in a second. “Who says it wasn’t you?” He glanced at Judy and Thea. “The human lover.”

      I fisted my hands, reigning in my rage, willing myself to not rip his throat out right then. Hell knew I had wanted to do that since I first met him hundreds of years ago.

      “That man was like a father to me.”

      Alex snorted. “Father. That’s another human word. Vampires don’t have fathers. We have allies, we have companions, we have partners, we have servants.” Once more, he looked at the girls with me. “We have slaves.”

      I growled, advancing on him. Dorian’s arm shot out to stop me. “This is not the time,” he said, his voice harsh. “The other vampires seem confused, and the remaining humans are waking up from their stupor. We need to do something. We can discuss other matters later.”

      I took a long breath. “You’re right.”

      Alex didn’t seem too convinced, but he nodded and stepped back.

      “We should clear the room,” Aston said, appearing beside us. “Starting with the humans.” He, too, glanced at the girls.

      “Then do it,” I said, swallowing an exasperated sigh. “Take the humans to their place. I’ll take care of these two and meet you here in a few minutes.”

      I didn’t wait for their responses. I turned, and with Judy in my arms and Thea beside me, I marched out of the ballroom through one of the doors in the first floor.

      Thea’s rapid breathing and heartbeat told me she was scared and tired, but she held on and didn’t question me. She simply followed close—too close, her sweet scent teasing me—while I took them through the wide corridors, up two flights of stairs, then through another winding corridor.

      “Prince Drake,” Thomas said, appearing around the corner. The young boy rushed toward us, his eyes wide. “What happened?”

      “I don’t have time to explain.” I handed Judy to him. Thankfully, the boy was strong for a sixteen-year-old human and was able to pick the girl up easily. “Just take them to my quarters, put them in a spare bedroom, and keep them there. If you can, find the valerian salve from the infirmary and give it to this one.” I jerked my chin to Judy. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Thomas nodded. “Yes, prince.”

      Then, I turned to Thea. “Do not try to escape.” I stared at her. To her credit, she didn’t even flinch as I towered over her, over her delicate frame, and poured some of my anger into my features. “You won’t get far if you try, and it’ll only make things worse. In fact, I don’t think I can save you again. Do you understand?”

      She swallowed hard. “Yes,” she said, her voice firm. She flipped her long blond hair aside, as if trying to prove she wasn’t afraid. But her visibly shaking hand proved otherwise.

      If chaos didn’t wait for me in the ballroom, I would have never let her alone with Thomas in the castle’s corridors. But I had no choice. Right now, I had to trust she would listen to me. Hopefully, she was still dazed from finding out vampires were real, and scared by the gruesome deaths in the ballroom, to try anything stupid.

      Without another word, I rushed back downstairs to the ballroom.

      The humans had already been cleared out, and the bodies of Reynard and six of his personal guards had been taken down from the walls. They had been placed side by side in the center of the ballroom.

      The princes, the oracle, Reynard’s consorts, and a few other members of the DuMoir house surrounded the dead. And around them, twelve vampire guards formed a loose ring—if to keep someone in or out, I wasn’t sure yet.

      “There he is,” Alex said the moment I joined them. “Where were you when the lights were out?”

      Everyone turned to me. I bit back a growl. “Escorting the young women out of the ballroom.”

      “Yes, of course.” He clicked his tongue. “The human lover was stacking up more humans for his little side of the castle.”

      “That has nothing to do with what happened here,” Nolan said. “Yes, we all know about Drake’s particular tastes—” He gestured toward me as if I were a mere mortal. “—but we need to focus on the problem at hand.”

      Albert stared at Nolan. “And where were you when Reynard was killed?”

      “That’s nonsense,” I muttered. All eyes fell on me. “We were all in the ballroom,” I said louder. “Almost every vampire living in this state was in the ballroom when the lights went out. It could have been … any of us.”

      Alex clenched his fists. “What are you implying?”

      I exhaled. “I’m not implying anything. I’m stating a fact.”

      Patrick tsked. “Well, it did seem you were implying something.”

      Hell help me.

      Nolan pointed his finger at me. “But you—”

      “Enough!” the oracle said, her voice echoing through the almost empty ballroom. Everyone fell silent. She continued in her regular tone, “That’s enough. We should—”

      “Wait,” Dorian interrupted her. “You’re the fucking oracle. How come you didn’t see this? How come you didn’t sense Reynard was in danger?”

      She turned her hard gaze toward him. “I don’t have to explain the logistics of my gift to you, worm.” Dorian stepped forward, looking like he would barrel into her, but Alex’s arm shot out in front of his chest, stopping him. “However, I’ll say this. I don’t choose when the visions come. They happen whenever they want and they can be about anything they want. It’s not my call.”

      “What a great oracle,” Nolan said in a low voice, even though we all could hear him quite clearly.

      I could feel the tension radiating from all of them—from all of us. Soon, a fight would start.

      I opened my mouth to try to put some order to this the mess, when Roberta, Reynard’s main consort, stepped forward. Her eyes were rimmed with red and her lips trembled.

      But, even through her pain, she lifted her head and stared at each one of us. “You were his princes, the men he trusted with his life, with his family. I don’t care if you have problems with each other. For him, for Reynard, put it aside and work together to find who did this. Then avenge him.”

      I lowered my head in respect. “You’re right, Lady Roberta. We’ll start on it right away.”

      She nodded in response. Her gaze fell on the man on the floor who had spent the last three hundred and some years by her side. Tears filled her eyes. With a whimper, she turned around and hurried out of the ballroom. The other three consorts and two guards followed her.

      “The mourning period starts now,” Sarki said, her voice with the same authoritative timbre I had only seen her use a handful of times before. She met my eyes, raising one eyebrow at me, as if she wanted to pass me a secret message. “Peacefully, we’ll arrange for Reynard’s and the guards’ proper burial, and we’ll mourn them for ten days. After that, we’ll find who did this and we’ll make the traitor pay.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement. One by one, they left the ballroom, until only Alex and I were left—with the dead.

      I knelt beside Reynard’s body and laid my hand over the silver cross pendant resting on his chest. “I’ll find whoever did this to you. I promise.”

      Alex snorted. “Don’t pretend to be innocent. I know it was you. And I’ll prove it.”

      He snarled, then marched out of the ballroom with the others.

      Well, he was sure it was me, and I was sure it was him. I just had to find a way to prove it.
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      I gaped at the prince’s back as he dashed down the hall, faster than lightning. He was leaving Judy and me alone with this human boy?

      “Come with me,” the boy said, his voice still in that weird shifting tone teenagers possessed. “I’ll take you two to Prince Drake’s chambers.”

      He started walking down the hallway, and having no other option, I followed. We crossed a long corridor, then turned into another sweeping staircase. The landing atop the stairs opened into a wide archway where two vampires stood guard, and into an empty room. The boy hurried to the double black doors on the other side of the room.

      There, he paused, propped a knee up, in which he rested Judy’s back, and fished out a big, black key from a necklace under his shirt. He put it into the lock, and like magic, several other invisible locks turned, one by one, their clicking sounds echoing in the empty room.

      Finally, the clicking stopped, and the boy opened the door.

      I followed him in and gawked at the place.

      There was no black and burgundy here. In fact, it seemed we had entered a modern house by the ocean, instead of a corner of a dark castle. I crossed a short foyer, then walked around the large sitting room, my boots ticking on the cream stone floors. I ran my fingers along the back of the beige leather sectional and scanned the many light brown bookcases spread around the room—all filled with books and scrolls.

      Two steps led up to a dining room where a beautiful glass table and eight beige leather chairs took most of the space. I pulled out a chair and sat on it, inclining my head so I could admire the long, glass chandelier. A thin sheet hung by metal cords in the corners, and atop of it, dozens of lit candles, all in tones of beige, soft yellow, light green, and light blue.

      It was beautiful.

      Almost as beautiful as the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the gardens and the thousands of twinkling lamps illuminating it, almost like a mirror of the night sky. As if in a daze, I went to the window and rested my forehead on the cool glass. There was no moon tonight, but the many bright stars did a good job of being pretty by themselves.

      “This way.” The boy’s voice snapped me awake.

      “Right,” I said.

      Right. Judy. Me. Castle filled with vampires.

      I followed the boy into yet another wide corridor, which had the same cream stone for floors and plain, beige walls. Double white doors were at the end of the long corridor, and I was guessing that was where the prince actually slept.

      “In here.” The boy opened a white door on the left. “You can stay here until Prince Drake returns.” He walked into the bedroom and deposited Judy on the king-sized bed. He pressed a towel against her wounds, but
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