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Waking up to blood smeared walls certainly does not instill calm. Quite the opposite, considering I had locked my house up tight with deadbolts, sigils, and safety spells to ward away evil.

And I went to bed alone.

With no memory of a struggle and no signs of a dead body, there’s only one logical conclusion. One of the demons we hunt at The Monster Defense Agency broke into my home.

My insatiable cravings clue me into exactly what I’m dealing with, and now I need to track the bastard down and fillet his ass.

Otherwise, my life will be forfeited, and I will become the hunted.
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SUNLIGHT PIERCED THE ROOM and I stretched, unaware of anything else but the cool comfort of my bed and the taste of sleep in my mouth. My eyes slowly opened, squinting at the warm rays bathing my face. Instead of turning away, I let the warmth spread over me as my eyes adjusted to the brightness.

But the sunlight wasn’t piercing like usual. It was streaked in a haze. I blinked at the blood covering the double window just beyond my nightstand, and my heart lurched.

“What the hell?” I clasped the covers tight around me, but my body still shook with the rawness of my nerves. The sheer volume of the gore on the walls next to my bed and at the foot of the bed was enough to set me into a panic and forsake all my years of training with crime scenes.

I sat up with a gasp, taking stock of myself, inspecting my arms and my unblemished torso. I reached for my throat, thinking the worst, that I was somehow dead, but all my fingers felt was smooth, unbroken skin.

I pinched my arm to be sure I wasn’t still in some weird nightmare and flinched at the sting of my nails digging into my skin. My mouth dried to the point I thought I’d either throw up or fall into a coughing fit.

I had gone to bed alone last night. The house had been quiet and dark, and I had not woken once I laid my head on the pillow.

Or had I?

I scanned the carnage.

Whose blood painted my walls?

Cringing, I turned toward the other side of my oversized king bed, imagining a dead body. But all that was there was an empty spot where the blanket was still neatly folded over. I let out a partial sigh of relief, eyeing the other blind spots in the room with trepidation. The rest of the room only had stray drops that looked as though they were splattered from whatever fountain had hit these walls.

I didn’t know how I would have handled it if something from my job hunting for the Monster Defense Agency, or MDA for short, had been lying dead beside me. I shivered with a litany of horrible images that thought conjured, but it was nowhere near as unsettling as my bedroom right now.

I glanced on the side of my bed. Blood marred the floor as if whoever had been cut had turned in a slow circle, leaving behind their life in red streaks.

But there was no body on this side of the bed. And no footprints.

I shivered, and brought the blankets closer around me in an effort to stave off the cold now gripping my chest. I forced myself to breathe in and out slowly. This scene wasn’t all that unnatural in my line of work, except it was my bedroom and not some nameless victim. When my heart stopped galloping as if it wanted free of my chest, I released my grip on the blankets and forced myself to crawl forward. I needed to see what was on the floor beyond the end of the bed.

I needed to see the remains of whatever had splattered my walls, even though my instincts told me to run.

But the floor was just as barren as the side of my bed, and just as blood-ridden. I felt my throat again just to be sure, but all that met my fingertips was unbroken skin and a pulse that was near terror.

I threw the covers back and attempted to get off the bed without stepping on any blood. But that proved to be impossible as my toes depressed into a section of the sticky goo spread on the floor as if someone poured a vat of honey instead of a person’s life juice all over the place.

My stomach did an unhappy flip, tightening my throat in the process. The cold tackiness sliding between my toes meant that this kill, whoever it had been, was done early enough in the night for everything to coagulate. The stench of iron overwhelmed me, and I gagged.

I made it into the bathroom and shut the door on the mess while taking deep, cleansing breaths. I glanced around the clean and tidy bathroom for any signs of an intruder, but not a damn thing was out of place.

Closing the lid of the toilet before I sat down, I lowered my head between my knees as a high-pitched buzz attacked my ears. My vision swarmed, and I forced myself to breathe slowly. All I needed now was to hyperventilate and pass out.

When I thought I had some control over the panic pummeling my veins, I slowly sat up and focused. I needed to get my mind in the right place to look at this with an objective eye, as if I were on the job.

My bed was pristine, as if nothing nefarious had happened. There was no body and no footprints leading out of the room, outside of mine now that I stepped in the mess. And two of my walls were covered with enough blood for a dead body to be somewhere.

My lack of need to relieve myself struck me. Normally, by this time I was racing to pee. Something was not right, and I closed my eyes. I stood abruptly and spun to the mirror with my heart throbbing in my chest. I stared at my reflection. Sleep-matted hair, pale features, ruby-red lips, like I had been sucking on a cherry lollipop, and the kicker—my brown eyes seemed to carry a reddish hue. Of course, it could just be my auburn hair, but still, I do not ever remember my hair casting a red tint on either my eyes or my lips.

“Damn it!” I muttered under my breath. It made no sense. The sunlight hit me in the bed. If I were truly a vampire as my red eyes hinted at, I would have turned into ash the moment the sun touched my skin.

I leaned forward and pulled my lips up, looking for fangs. Nothing was visible in the mirror, and I straightened up, mystified.

“What the hell happened?” I scratched my head, studying my reflection. How the hell could I have not woken up? was the more pressing question, besides What the hell do I do now?

As if the heavens heard my cursing, my stomach started to rumble in a manner that was unusual. I leaned back against the door and just stared at my reflection, going over every last thing I knew about vampires.

Vampires were not alive, and yet my heart thundered in my ears. There weren’t blood donors to satisfy their hunger like so many of the popular fiction books described. Vamps killed. They bled their victims dry to the point the victim’s skin was almost concaved, looking more like mummies than humans when the vampires finished with them. That was the reason vampires were at the top of the kill on sight list for MDA. I glanced at my reflection. I certainly wasn’t dried out like a damn mummy.

Vampires also had the power to compel and alter memories just by command. I shivered, wondering whether my head had been messed with.

I glanced toward the window and the sun filtering in. Vampires burned in the sunshine. I didn’t turn to ash with the morning sun. Even with blood-streaked glass, it would have burned if I was a vampire, wouldn’t it?

Had I missed one? After all, it was our business to hunt and kill these things before they infested an area.

I snorted at my image.

“You fucking bet your ass you missed one, and somehow that thing got into your home.” My eyes flashed with the irritation scraping my skin like barbed wire.

Now I’m talking to myself. Stellar.

I closed my eyes and took a cleansing breath. Maybe there was some other logical explanation. I willed my phone into my hand from wherever it was, and the small electronic device appeared in my palm. Thankfully, my retrieval magic hadn’t been nullified by whatever happened during the night.

I flipped it open and started to dial my office, but I paused. My reflection stared back at me and the warning in my eyes was clear.

What happened the last time a hunter had been compromised?

“Fuck.” I closed the connection and ran my hand through my hair.

The last time someone was turned, MDA locked them up in the high-security wing reserved for only the deadliest monsters. Most cells were empty because we rarely brought in anything we hunted alive.

Hell, I think Manuel was still down there, seething in his perpetual state of blood depravation.

I had almost quit that day, but no one quits the MDA. Retire to the burbs, sure, but quit? Nope, that was a death sentence.

I opened the door to my ruined bedroom and wished I had the type of magic that could make it sparkle. But my magic was limited to retrieval of things only.

Even if I had wanted to, I could not retrieve the culprit who did this to me and settle this score with a snap of my fingers. I willed the clothing I reserved for cleaning up crime scenes and slipped them on before I attacked the bloody mess.
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MY STOMACH CONTINUED TO rumble even though my throat tightened closed as I scrubbed the carpet on autopilot. If I thought about it being my blood, I would freak out. Instead, I made cleaning up my sole focus. Thankfully, my bedroom had been painted with glossy, mold-resistant paint and that scrubbed clean without stripping the drywall. If I had chosen flat paint, I would have had to tear down the drywall to get rid of the stains. As it was, the carpet now looked as if there were great pink swirls along with the natural gray tones. It looked horrid enough for me to consider redecorating the entire room.

I sat back on my heels and pulled out the small vial from my pocket. Coagulated blood sat at the bottom of the container like sludge from a clogged drain. I had to figure out how to have this tested. I needed to know whether the owner of the blood was in our database. Or whether it truly was mine. If it was, there would be a hit.

My phone buzzed, and I looked at the display. Where are you? Robby, my partner, wrote.

Why did this have to happen on a workday? I glanced at the clock and hung my head. The morning meeting had already started, and I was nowhere near the point I could leave my home. Never mind stand in a room full of hunters and go unnoticed.

I knew in my gut that my life as a vampire hunter was over and now I’d be on the MDA’s list, but my mind wasn’t ready to accept that. I certainly wasn’t going to be locked up. I shivered at the mere thought of being locked in an eight-by-eight cell for eternity.

Overslept. Not feeling very good. Cover for me? I sent back and returned to cleaning.

Robby would cover for me, but he would expect an answer. We’d been partners for fifteen years, since we started at the academy, and in all that time, he had never seen me take a sick day.

MDA usually paired witches with werewolves of the same sex together to avoid romantic entanglements, although that didn’t always work. Either way, having a relationship with another member of MDA was prohibited. When the time came to pair me with a partner, either they had run out of female wolves, or, the more likely option, they paired me with an alpha to attempt to keep me in line. Me, a witch with minor magic abilities, paired with an alpha male who was hotter than an inferno in the middle of a desert at high noon.

I had my own opinions, and I never kept them quiet, and in some cases, I pissed off some very high-level members of the organization. I think they had it in their minds that an alpha would be able to control me.

Ha. Not.

That had been a constant source of jokes between Robby and me over the years. Maybe he sensed my volatility, because Robby never once tried to control me. As irritating as his ribbing could be at times, I couldn’t imagine anyone else having my back the way he did.

Shaking thoughts of Robby out of my head, I leaned on my heels and scanned my progress. The carpet was considerably frothed with soap. Now, I needed to run a commercial-grade steam cleaner over this mess. Wringing the rag out over the disgusting bucket of dirty water for the last time, I stood and dumped the liquid down the shower drain before throwing the pink rags in the washing machine in the hallway.

With my magic, I called on a commercial carpet cleaner with all the bells and whistles. The machine that appeared before me was a monster fully loaded with cleaning solution, and I plugged it in, connected the hose to my sink, and started cleaning, praying this beast would be enough.

It took me three passes to get the carpet spotless. I had to dump the dirty water from the carpet cleaner out in my shower, and I sighed at the red stains now on my floor tiles. I sent the carpet cleaner back to wherever it came from and got down on my hands and knees with a scrub brush and some bleach. As hunting agents, we knew how to clean up a mess, and I was so thankful for knowing what to do to erase the evidence. Still, if MDA came in and sprayed blood-detecting solution, I’m sure my floor would glow like the Christmas Tree in Rockefeller Center.

When I finished, I stripped my clothing, shoved them into the washing machine, and started the gruesome load. As far as going to the office today, that would be a disaster, especially considering an unnamed need thrummed in my veins, making me want to drink a gallon of something disgusting.

My phone dinged before I stepped into the hot stream of water in my shower, and I glanced at it.

Coming over with coffee.

In the shower, give me a few minutes, I sent back.

I scrubbed up quickly, toweled off, and dressed in a pair of black jeans and a blue T-shirt, brushed out the knots in my hair, and willed a pair of colored contact lenses to hide the red tint in my eyes. I blinked at the brown eyes in the mirror and sighed. There wasn’t a thing I could do about my lips, but I’d deal with that somehow.

My heart thundered in my ears as I turned away from my reflection and headed downstairs. The doorbell buzzed just as I reached the ground floor, and I swung the door open.

Robby towered in the entrance with two steaming cups in his hands. Robby Young was a force to be reckoned with. His dark hair fell across his brow and curled at the edges of his coat collar, much shorter these days than it had been when I first met him, but it still was fashionably longer than most of the men in the MDA. And he was built like a bulldozer.

His sharp blue-eyed gaze narrowed at me, and he sniffed the air.

Damn wolves. They can always smell when something is amiss.

“Sarah?” He cocked his head, searching my face.

How did I ever think I could fool Robby?

Robby was loyal to the company and the suspicion in his gaze left me trembling. “It’s been a tough morning.” I sighed and swung the door wide, waving for him to enter.

He cautiously stepped over the threshold with his knuckles turning white on the paper mugs, as if he strained not to crush them in his grip. He offered me a cup.

When I accepted it and took a sip, his forehead creased. He lifted his nose in the air again as his gaze swept my entryway.

“You’re... You smell different.” He closed the door behind him and stared at me.

His confirmation of what I knew in my bones still didn’t settle well. “I had this house locked up tight and warded.” I turned and headed into the kitchen as my stomach rumbled in an obnoxious manner. I stood with my back to him, debating on what to say next. We had been partners since I started in MDA. Fifteen years together hunting demons and vampires and rogues who decided humans were a delicacy, and now I fell into that damned category.

At least I thought I did, but I was not completely sure. I set the coffee on the table, unable to drink any more of the nauseating liquid.

“And?”

I spun back to face him, to meet his soulful gaze. A gaze I dreamt about over the years, but one that was off-limits due to agency rules forbidding agents from becoming romantically involved.

I could hear his heart racing as fast as mine, and he licked his lips before shifting his weight back and forth. “And?” he asked with more force. The cup in his grip crushed, spraying coffee everywhere.

His reaction jolted me, and I refrained from taking a step backward. Instead, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the vial full of coagulated blood, passing it to him. “This was all over my bedroom floor and walls.”

I swallowed hard. If Robby thought I was a threat, he’d shift and tear me to pieces. I had seen him do that before, and although it was awe-inspiring as a partner, it was downright terrifying as a potential victim.

He shook the hot coffee from his hand and snatched the vial from my grip. He rolled it between his fingers and then glanced up at me. “You know I’m obligated to report this,” he said in a way that screamed regret.

“I don’t want to be locked up like Manuel.” I shifted my stance and clenched my hands. After Manuel, I made provisions for an event like this. If Robby tried to drag me in, he’d have a fight on his hands. I would hurt him if I had to, even though it went against everything I believed in.

He crossed and towered over me, invading my personal space as he stared down at me. The blood flowing through his system smelled divine, like a four-star steak dinner, and I inhaled the scent before meeting his gaze.

“Do you really think I’d lock you up?” His voice softened as he studied my face. His eyes reflected a storm of emotions: aggravation, devastation, and something underneath it all that made me wary.

It took a moment for his words to sink in, and I blinked up at him. The Robby Young I knew was by the book, to a fault. It was my turn to narrow my eyes. “What?”

“I’d tear your throat out before I’d let you rot in a cell for the rest of eternity.”

I swallowed hard and dropped my gaze to his chest mere inches away from me. The urge to turn and bolt filled me, but I refused to run. Not when he could shift and be on me before I could get to the front door.

He reached out and cupped my chin, forcing me to lock gazes with him. “You aren’t built for captivity.”

His firm touch created a web of heat that enveloped me. I tried to yank my chin from his grip, but it was impossible. My stomach fluttered with panic and something more carnal between groans of hunger pains. Robby finally let go, moving back a step to give me room to breathe.

“Asshole,” I muttered and rubbed my chin where his tight grip had nearly bruised my skin.

He raised an eyebrow. “You would do the same for me.”

He was right. I would rather take his life than see him chained in captivity. Neither one of us were built for that. Hell, I don’t think anyone at the MDA was built for it, and we all cringed when they locked up Manuel. Although, I was much more vocal about the injustice than anyone else, which earned me another reprimand from our boss. He did not like my opinion injected into the already tense situation. Hell, he didn’t like my opinion, period.

Robby glanced at the blood in the tiny container. His lips pressed together in a way that I’d never seen, as if he didn’t want to confirm what we both already knew. He unscrewed the lid and took a sniff, and then he closed his eyes and hung his head as he capped the vial again. “It’s your blood.”

“Just run it through the database,” I insisted. It was MDA protocol.

He glanced at the blood, rolling the glass between his fingers as if he could change the contents in some way. He shook his head slowly. “If I do that, it will raise questions.”

“But aren’t you obligated...”

He put his hand up, silencing me. “If I run this through the database, yes, I’m obligated.” His gaze slashed to mine. “So, I am not going to run it through just to confirm what I can already smell. And what any wolf at headquarters will smell the moment you walk in. You are...other.” He snarled out the last part as if fighting his base nature.

We hunted other. That was our job. Still, to hear what I expected took the strength out of my legs, and I sat at the table before I crumpled to the floor.

“What happened?” he asked but did not venture any closer, as if getting close to me might make him befall the same disaster.

“I have no clue.” I shrugged as I pushed away the coffee. “I went to sleep and then woke up with my room painted with blood, but there wasn’t a drop on the sheets. It only covered the walls and the floor, like my bed itself had been covered by some magic spell to keep it pristine.” I lifted my chin and held out my wrists so he could see the unblemished skin. “There isn’t a goddamned mark on me, so how could I have bled out like that, and be sitting here talking to you this morning like nothing happened?” I dropped my head into my hands, and my stomach made an ungodly noise, demanding sustenance.

He stepped closer and seemed to tremble in my peripheral vision. I glanced up at him before he backed up again, sucking half his lower lip between his teeth like he always did when his mind went into overthinking mode. “You need to quit,” he said as his eyes darted all around the room at everything but me.

I blinked at him. There was no quitting. He knew that. That carried the same death sentence as relationships.

“Tell them you found something less stressful.”

He was reaching; I could see it in that deep crease between his eyes and the way his eyes darted back and forth. That was the first indication that Robby was not handling this well either.

I burst out laughing at this whole ludicrous situation. “Quitting is a death sentence. You know that as well as I do. Besides, they won’t buy it.” They knew I thrived on the tension and thrill of the hunt. Hell, Robby knew that better than anyone.

He met my gaze, his eyes pleading, as if there had to be a way out of this god-awful mess that wouldn’t land me in a cell or dead. “Then tell them you need to quit because you want a relationship with me.”

That did not curtail my laughter one bit; it only increased it. That would be even more absurd. Robby was a player, and everyone knew that. Robby’s gaze narrowed in a way that only made it worse. Although I fantasized about the man and all the dirty things I wanted to do to him, it would be a disaster between us if we ever crossed that line. I did not have a submissive bone in my body, and that was expected of an alpha’s girlfriend.

He shifted uncomfortably and crossed his arms as I continued to laugh at him and his shitty ideas. “You don’t think they’d buy that?”

“Would you?” I sputtered through my laughter.

Robby’s expression transitioned from irritation to outright anger, and he spiked the glass vial onto the kitchen floor. It shattered, bathing the room in the scent of blood. Robby crossed the distance and pulled me out of the seat, slamming me into the closest wall. His hands squeezed my upper arms as he stared directly into my eyes.

The intensity in his gaze, along with the fact my legs dangled far from the floor, heated my skin with a fire that I had tried to ignore for fifteen years, along with a rash of panic and anger.

“What the—”

His mouth crushed over mine in a forbidden kiss, and it had all the possessiveness of an alpha male. My mind stalled at the softness of his lips mingled with a hint of mint still present on his tongue, but my body reacted rather violently at the intrusion of my personal space. I kicked out as hard as I could, connecting with Robby’s balls.

His breath hitched, and his grip on my arms disappeared.

I dropped the eight inches to the ground and pushed him on his ass, pointing my finger at him with a hiss. “Don’t you ever fucking manhandle me,” I yelled in his ever-reddening face. “We may be partners, but that is where we have always drawn the line.” I ran my hand through my hair, trying to control the rage dancing over my skin like a hot flame.

He moved back, his eyes widening as he held his family jewels. If his expression hadn’t transitioned from pain to outright surprise, I never would have glanced away.

I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the tinted microwave door and stalled. Red flames rolled over my exposed skin and hair, making my untamed mane glow. I blinked, trying to right my vision, but the blaze persisted. My mouth dropped open as I raised my hands, staring at the fire coating them. Shock cooled my out-of-control temper, dousing the flames. Tendrils of smoke drifted on the air around me.

“Sarah?” Robby asked from the ground.

I shook my head at the question in his voice. I was just as surprised as he was. No vampire we knew of had ever broken out in flame like I just did. Unless they were dragged out into the sunshine, and that was usually accompanied by screams before they turned to ash.

I glanced around to be sure, but there wasn’t any direct sunlight falling on me, and I met Robby’s awe-filled gaze.

Just what the hell had attacked me in the wee hours of the night?
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ONE THING WAS FOR sure. I was no longer just the human witch I went to bed as. No matter how hard Robby drilled me on what happened, I couldn’t recall a damn thing. I had no idea what the hell happened to me, but there was enough blood painting my walls and coagulated on my floors to tell me whoever had done this had bled me dry before they turned me.

Even so, my heart pounded in my chest, giving me the impression that it was still pumping something through my veins with each beat. So, I could not quite categorize myself as dead.

“Do I feel cold to you?” Vampires always felt cold. At least the ones I had the unfortunate chance to touch. I reached my hand out to him.

He covered my hand with his, and his wolf-warmth seeped into my skin, sending heat all the way to my heart. His hand lingered and when he finally pulled it back to his coffee, it was as if he didn’t want to sever that connection that always seemed to flash between us whenever we inadvertently touched. “No. You feel normal.”

Normal? I’d never be normal again. I huffed and looked at my wrist. “I’m half tempted to cut myself to see if I bleed.” I ran my finger over the blue veins under my skin. My pulse registered in my fingertips.

Robby’s gaze shot up from the fresh coffee I brewed him after we both recovered from the aftermath of his sudden smooch attempt and my spontaneous outburst of flame.

“Don’t,” he said. “I’m barely containing my wolf as it is.” He waved toward the wall where he had kissed me, as if that explained that bomb.

This was news to me. I just thought he had reacted to my laughing at him with a macho attempt at showing me it wasn’t as ludicrous as my laughter suggested. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms.

He pressed his lips together and shook his head like he didn’t want to expand on his comment.

He should know better than try to bait me and then switch subjects.

“Well?” I waited and forced myself not to tap my foot in impatience, which he absolutely detested.

“Sarah—”

I cut him off. “Stop with that tone. I’m not fragile, so don’t you dare treat me that way.” I pointed at him. “Besides, you’re the one who brought up your wolf, so just speak your mind like we’ve always done. This shouldn’t change that.” I waved my hand down my body.

That drew the kind of snicker that made me want to smack him.

“Well, my wolf isn’t sure whether to tear you to pieces or...” He trailed off with a shrug, although a dimple made a quick appearance.

“Or what?” I leaned forward, catching his gaze.

“My
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