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        A vampire on the run.

        A restless hunter.

        An unlikely bond.

      

      

      

      In the wake of her victory against the Boracellis, vampire queen Amora Medici prepares to tackle her biggest enemy yet—the Boracelli queen herself, Eden—with the help of the ruthless Malcolm Crowley and his band of misfit hunters.

      

      When female necromancers start showing up dead, Amora knows the conniving Boracellis are plotting something nefarious. And when Amora’s past collides with her present, she must decide where her loyalties lie.

      

      Can Amora overcome the love she’s lost? Or will her broken heart destroy more than just her chance at happily ever after?

      

      Blood Of My Heart is book four in The Hunter Games series, filled with hungry hunters, vicious vampires, evil darkwing demons, and other supernatural creatures.
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      Amora watched the sunrise from her penthouse suite, as she often did when she was in town.

      Alone.

      She tapped her long pink nails on the edge of the couch arm, remembering how much her ex-lover, Cassius, favored them as well. Though they had never shared one together, despite the fact that both of them were daywalkers.

      “This city is the worst,” she mused as she rose from her couch, if only to pull the curtains shut.

      In all the places Amora Medici had lived, there was history. Paris, Rome, London, New York City.

      She trailed her fingers down the blush velvet curtains, and could not help but fall back into thoughts of yesteryear.

      Of the last times she’d been in her brownstone, when Donatello was six, and Henry was only a toddler. Summer of 1923.

      Marcellus claimed their move was nothing more than business. That America was thriving and ripe for settling. For expanding their coven’s properties and establishing the Medici Coven as the top coven.

      He’d framed it as strategic; a way to strangle the Boracellis and the Aurelias out of their running, even though Lucius Aurelia did not seem keen on ruling anything except the beds of his sires. Truthfully, she’d believed it was a direct motion to one up the Boracellis, and in a way, she supposed it was, though it was not the one up she thought it was.

      She’d believed Marcellus’s claim, nonetheless. Quite frankly, because she wanted to.

      She’d thought perhaps moving to America would change her consort’s heart. Perhaps, a fresh start away from Paris and his favored blood dens would bring them closer together, since the days of sharing his bed had dwindled after the birth of their first son.

      But it had all been a lie.

      Marcellus didn’t want a fresh start. He didn’t want her.

      She caught her reflection in the mirror above the mantle, her green eyes glistening with the beginnings of tears.

      Tears she dared not shed over a man who was never really hers.

      When she thought of her consort-turned husband, it always hurt. Like a wound so deep it would never truly heal.

      A knock on the door pulled her from her thoughts as she absentmindedly wiped her eyes.

      “Come in,” she called.

      The door opened to show a familiar face, but it was not one that settled her by any means.

      “Mr. Crowley,” she purred as she waved him in. “Welcome to my home. Well, one of them, anyway.”

      Malcolm stood in her doorway, dressed in his usual red flannel and dark wash jeans. She glanced to see his muddy boots, but before she could tell him to leave his dirt-trodden shoes at the door, he waltzed in without a care, staining her precious white carpet.

      Amora’s jaw tensed, but she reminded herself not to be as uncivilized as the monstrous slayer in her foyer.

      After all, she needed his help.

      If she was going to take Eden Boracelli down, she would need all the help she could get.

      For better or worse, Eden had built herself quite a fortress, albeit a fortress of solitude.

      “I’ve seen better,” he grunted.

      Amora sighed. This hunter would be the death of her patience.

      She sauntered over to the bar cart, gingerly removing the heavy crystal stopper from the whiskey, which she knew Malcolm favored.

      “A drink?” she asked as she offered him the glass, watching his amber eyes intently.

      He stared at the glass for a moment.

      “It is aged, but I promise it won’t kill you,” she said sweetly. She implored him with her verdant gaze, stowing her thrall for the moment.

      For Amora knew thrall was not always the answer.

      Unlike Eden, she preferred to use more... traditional... methods to garner support and alliance.

      Malcolm twisted his lips as he took the glass from her hand, taking a large, obnoxious drink.

      “Alright, Vampire Barbie, give me the brief. I’m tired as fuck, and there is a hotel room calling my name,” he bit.

      Perturbed by his term of endearment, she refused to show her disdain. Instead, she forced a polite smile—a mask of sorts—and motioned for the pain in the ass hunter to take a seat on her exquisite, Victorian couch.

      Marcellus may have been a philanderer, but he had impeccable taste when it came to design and decor.

      After all, his family had been entangled in artistic sponsorships and endeavors since the dawn of time.

      “There have been a number of... disappearances in the area,” she started.

      “You’re going to have to be a bit more specific. I didn’t drive six fucking hours after a hunt for magic tricks.”

      Amora sat across from him in the large, ivory, wingback chair, crossing her slim, pale legs.

      She settled her hands in her lap, her spine straight.

      “Young girls. Twenty-somethings,” she said, her heart quickening. Amora was, after all, perpetually frozen at twenty-one, though her demure appearance often gave the presence that she was barely legal, something her second consort—and father to Lilibet, her daughter—favored. Thoughts of Thomasse, her ex-consort, and her daughter threatened to distract her, but she fought their draw.

      They wanted nothing to do with her and the Medici name, it seemed these days.

      “People go missing all the time. How is that my problem, or yours? Did this... Eden Boracelli, have something to do with it? She take one of your favorite blood bags?” Malcolm focused his dark gaze on her.

      Amora brushed some hair over her shoulder, fixing her gaze on Malcolm.

      “Not quite. But I suspect the Boracellis may still be involved.”

      Malcom drank from his glass.

      “How so?”

      “Call it a hunch. I know the Boracellis better than anyone.”

      Malcolm looked as if he wanted to protest, but thought better of it.

      “And what is it you want me to do? Kill one of the bastards? Rescue the girls? What do you get out of it?”

      Amora smiled demurely.

      “I think we can both agree that the world would be better off without the bloodsucking Boracellis.”

      “More blood for you?” Malcom growled.

      Amora sighed. “I don’t expect you to understand that some bonds are stronger than blood, Malcolm. And some ghosts need to be put to rest.”
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      Malcolm wasn’t entirely sure how to process Amora’s offer. While he did not shy away from the chance to drive his stake into the heart of bloodsuckers the country over, he was not typically a man of hire.

      Though it would not be the first time someone had outsourced his particular skill set. In the world of slaying, it was not an uncommon practice to seek the aid of other hunters, especially on larger jobs. It was, after all, how he met Hunter and Tito.

      But Malcolm also knew working for Amora was dangerous, even if it led him to a den full of bloodsuckers.

      Because Amora Medici was first and foremost, a vampire, and not just any vampire—she was a vampire with a prestigious bloodline and connected to one of the highest covens around.

      So why was she off gallivanting with the Heartsgrave and hiring slayers to do her bidding?

      What was Amora hiding?

      What was her end game?

      “What’s in it for me?” he asked.

      Amora brushed some golden curls over her pale shoulder. He could not deny the vampire was beautiful, but he also knew that was part of her allure, her deadly charm.

      As Malcolm sat in her home, amid the opulence that was more than synonymous with the pretty vampire’s aesthetic, he could not help but think about the interactions he’d had with the woman up to this point.

      She’d thrown him in a labyrinth to be chased by hungry vampires for sport once—although, that was a plan devised by Cassius, another pain in the ass vampire he couldn’t seem to rid his life of.

      She also saved Dallas and Rocky.

      Just the thought of his best friend and his mate’s... other mate... made his grip on his glass lessen.

      Amora had aligned herself with the Djinn, and she also aligned herself with the wolves.

      She had saved those he cared for, but Malcolm wondered if the acts were purely for the benefit of her own gain.

      Why else would a monster such as her do such a thing?

      “You seek answers about your parents. Do you not?”

      She didn’t look at him as she spoke, but she didn’t need to. Malcolm’s blood chilled at her words.

      Does she know something?

      “What do you know of my parents?” he bit.

      Amora leaned back in her chair comfortably. Too comfortably.

      “I know that Lenora Crowley and Peter Michaels were quite a threat to the Boracellis. Once.”

      Malcolm swallowed harshly at the sound of his parents’ names on the tongue of a monster.

      “Is that so?” he growled.

      “Indeed. They tried to dismantle Eden in the late nineties. But they were not successful. No one has been successful because she is smart, Malcolm.”

      Malcolm watched the way Amora’s entire body shifted at the mention of the Boracelli queen.

      He did not miss the venom in her voice.

      “And what makes you think I am capable of dismantling her, Ami?” he griped, knowing how Cleo and Dallas referred to the vampire.

      “Because you are also smart, Malcolm. And cunning.” She grinned, flashing her bright green eyes at him. “And you are also a bit unhinged, which makes you quite a match for a psychopathic vampire.”

      Malcolm chuckled. “I’m not sure that’s a compliment, but I’ll take it.”

      Amora giggled, the sound like tinkling chimes.

      “Do this for me, and you will have your answers, Malcolm. I am certain of it.” She smiled as she rose from her stuffy, overpriced throne, and Malcolm felt a stir inside of him.

      It was almost as if he could see it: the Medici queen in her heyday, surrounded by luxury and blood. Commanding from a throne.

      “And how am I supposed to find these girls?” he asked.

      Amora sauntered toward her mantle, sliding her fingers along the marble. Malcolm watched as she took a gander at her own reflection. In the mirror above the ostentatious fireplace, he could see them both.

      “Since when do you need guidance, Mr. Crowley?” she said sweetly. “I know you have done more with less.”

      Malcolm hated that she was right, but she was right. He was stalling. Hoping that she would let something slip. Something of importance, but Amora Medici was also smart.

      Smart enough to have commanded an army of Djinn to do her bidding. Smart enough to sink her teeth into Cassius Aurelia even, at one point.

      Though the thought of the pain in the ass Aurelian vampire brought more unsavory questions and answers than it was worth. Perhaps aligning himself with Amora would prove beneficial.

      The enemy of my enemy is my best fucking friend.

      But Malcolm also knew that if Amora was correct about the amount of girls missing, and the timeframes, it also meant the operation was likely larger than it appeared to be.

      In his experience, once people started noticing the disappearances, it usually meant many had gone unnoticed.

      He would have to call in backup.

      “I have. But I’m not about to embark on a suicide mission against psychopathic vamps, either, sweetheart.” He drank the last of his whiskey.

      “Tell me what you need, Mr. Crowley.”

      Malcolm looked up, shocked to see Amora had damn near materialized next to him, trailing her long, pink nails over the brocade fabric of the chair.

      He looked up at her, expecting to feel thrall—like vampires often engaged—but instead he felt nothing.

      Nothing but his frozen blood, anyway.

      Her verdant gaze was soft, hopeful, and he knew he needed to look away.

      “For starters, I need to fucking sleep, and then I need to send out some feelers for intel.”

      Amora nodded in response. “Of course.”

      He rose from his seat, but her words stopped him from moving forward.

      “You will stay here, Mr. Crowley. As part of our... arrangement.”

      He turned to cast her with a steely gaze.

      “Excuse me if I don’t take you up on your hospitality, Vampire Barbie, but you’re not my fucking type.”

      Amora laughed, and the sound was damn near angelic.

      He shook his head. “What’s so funny?”

      “Oh, Malcolm. You flatter me, truly,” she shook her head, smiling.

      “If my proximity bothers you, rest assured that you are not my type, either. I do not desire men who are bound to others, I can assure you.”

      Malcolm did not miss the venom in her voice as she flipped her golden locks over her shoulder. “And unlike Eden, I do not desire the blood of the bound, either.”

      He smirked, slipping his hand in his pockets. “Oh really? Not afraid I’ll kill you in your sleep?”

      “What I need is your compliance, and your ability to get the job done. However you get that job done, Malcolm, is of no concern to me as long as you do.”

      Amora slipped her hand in her pocket, pulling out a thin, filigree-cut silver key. She offered it to him with a faint smile.

      He took it from her, their fingers grazing like fire and ice.

      “I do not fear you, Malcolm. As I said, you are smart, and I do not need sleep,” she said with saccharine indifference.

      “I trust that you will see things my way because it is beneficial to you. But I will need you at my disposal.”

      She walked past him, heading for the door, only stopping to turn around, her long fingernails scraping against the door handle.

      “The guest rooms are down the hall and to the left. And the WiFi password is blood, of course.” She smirked, and with that, she left Malcolm Crowley to his own devices.

      Once he was certain she was gone, only then did he move.

      He took slow strides over to the window, looking out at the view. He’d been to New York City before, passing through several times on his way to various states, and a handful of times on jobs, but he’d never stayed anywhere quite as...nice as Amora’s penthouse in Chelsea.

      The streets were ripe with art galleries and businesses that looked far too exquisite for his liking.

      What could the vampire have been looking so wistfully at?

      Instead of wondering about the thoughts of monsters, Malcolm decided to close the curtains. He glanced around the space, noting the pale color scheme of soft blues and pinks, of ivory and gold; though the place didn’t feel overtly feminine, it did feel pristine. As if the place itself had been untouched for ages.

      Malcolm opened the refrigerator, somewhat surprised to see the insides stocked with fresh food and not with packing containers of blood and dismembered body parts.

      So she stocks the place with real food. It’s probably for her fucking victims.

      He shut the door as a deep yawn overtook him.

      Malcolm’s gaze appraised the artwork on the walls of Amora’s long hallway. Many of the frames boasted pieces he was unfamiliar with, but then again, art was not something Malcolm had ever paid attention to.

      But among the splatter paintings and landscapes was a portrait that made him stop in his tracks.

      Amora in an exquisite pale purple dress, her gold hair surrounding her like a halo, vibrant green eyes staring out at him among her blush-tinged cheeks. The man next to her was not one he recognized, though he looked quite ominous. Broad-shouldered, tan skinned, with dark eyes and hair.

      But it was not the man in the portrait that intrigued Malcolm.

      It was the two children in Amora’s lap. One could not have been older than five or six, and the other was just a baby in her arms, swaddled in cloth. Both bore the same complexion, the same dark eyes as the man beside her.

      Something about the sight made Malcolm feel quite homesick as he reached out to trace his fingers over the textured surface.

      But Malcolm did not want to think about such implications, of the portrait or of his own nauseous stomach.

      So instead, he looked away, opting for the first door he could find.

      Amora’s guest room was larger than any bedroom he’d ever been in.

      It was difficult to refute the wealth, the influence that surrounded him, but Malcolm knew most vampires were good at continuing their bloodsucking activities well throughout the ages, and vampires like Amora, were of the most skilled in doing so. It was not surprising that she would be rich. What was surprising, was that she seemed to focus on a less luxurious lifestyle, flitting about with the Djinn and collecting properties like the Drunken Clam, and even the Marquis.

      Why would one bother with such things if they had such treasures in their possession already?

      Surely, if Malcolm had found himself knee deep in opulence, he would rest. After all, a life on the road, chasing monsters, waking up in unfamiliar cities constantly, had a way of exhausting the soul.

      Malcolm kicked his boots off, not giving a care in the world that the dirt from his boots stained Amora’s throw rug, turning the pale lavender shades into muddled brown works of splatter art.

      He pulled off his shirt, taking his time to set his phone on the ornate bedside table.

      The four-poster bed could have fit him, his mate, and both Thorne brothers, and then some.

      And as Malcolm crawled into bed, his heart ached. It had been nearly three months that he’d been away from Cleo and the Thornes. Two months since she told him she was pregnant.

      He’d wanted to leave the moment she told him, but in the middle of a hunt, he’d garnered that there was still work to do. Hunter had given him a lead on a possible cure for Ava, and he had to take it. Though it didn’t pan out quite the way he’d wished, and then Amora had found him in the bar, and⁠—

      Perhaps it is better this way. This way Cleo and the baby are safe.

      Malcolm curled beneath the silky covers, noting that they were the softest he’d ever felt on a bed.

      Just get through this job, Malcolm, and you can go home.

      Though as Malcolm reached his hand out to the empty side of the bed, his gaze falling on the framed portrait of a pain in the ass Aurelian vampire he couldn’t escape, either, in Victorian clothing on the nightstand, he had to admit he wasn’t certain where home was anymore.

      He’d spent so much of his life fighting, and despite all of it, he’d found a sliver of peace with his mate, Cleo, and perhaps even with the Thorne brothers, though he would never admit such things to either of the wolves.

      But Ava was his sister; and they were the only family either of them had left.

      She was his responsibility, no matter the fact she was twenty-two years old and more than capable of taking care of herself.

      But Malcolm knew there would be no future for Ava if he did not find a way to break Cassius’s claim on her before it was too late.

      Amora wasn’t the only smart bloodsucker around, and Malcolm knew it was only a matter of time before Cassius would put an end to his sister, one way or another. Even if Cassius had avoided making a move thus far, there was only so long a vampire could resist the call of blood claimed. Eventually, Cassius would cave, and Malcolm could not let such a thing happen.

      And so Malcolm let exhaustion and pain lead him to darkness once more.
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      Amora walked along the streets of Chelsea, reeling in both the familiarity and the newness of the streets she once knew.

      She’d tried her hardest to keep from the damn place, afraid that going home would dredge up too much, and perhaps she had been right. Because as she walked down the street, all she could think about was a particular ghost she could not seem to rid herself of. The memories came forth without warning.

      “Donatello, put that down!” she yelled, her nerves frayed.

      Cassius chuckled behind her as Donatello jumped, nearly knocking over the sculpture of a delicate, glass-blown black swan. It spun until it settled with a soft ring. Amora sighed as Cassius caught her gaze warmly.

      “Perhaps he has his father’s taste in artwork,” he mused.

      Amora rolled her eyes as Henry grabbed a fistful of her hair. She winced. The tiny child seemed to favor grabbing her hair, but she supposed it was a reprieve from his tiny teeth chomping at her breasts most of the time.

      Cassius’s fingers deftly pulled at her son’s chubby little fingers, freeing her locks with a gentleness that made her heart ache.

      “Are you insulting my husband’s taste in artwork, Cassius?” she taunted.

      Cassius gently settled Henry’s hand against her sleeve.

      Henry bristled in her grasp, and she knew a fit was to be had soon.

      Cassius brushed her freed hair behind her back, his verdant gaze soft and familiar.

      Moving to New York from France was supposed to be a wonderful experience, a fresh start for her and her husband, Marcellus Medici. Though it seemed that not much had changed, despite the fact they’d moved a world away.

      It seemed Marcellus had traded his blood dens for the den of Eden Boracelli once more.

      But at least she had Cassius Aurelia. At least she had an ally in this war of blood and duty. Like her, he was a pawn, too, betrothed to the vicious Eden.

      “Of course, not, petite étoile,” he said, his fingers grazing the exposed flesh between her shoulder blades.

      She relished in the way his touch lingered, even if she knew she shouldn’t, for it would only hurt more when it was gone. No one touched her with the reverence and care that Cassius did.

      She hated when he dropped his hand, when he left her and her newborn to tend to her dark-eyed, petulant toddler.

      “It is quite pretty, isn’t it?” he said softly as he knelt before her oldest son. Donatello looked at him with watery eyes, nodding.

      Cassius gracefully picked up the sculpture, holding it tightly in his grasp.

      “I know it is tempting to touch all the beautiful works of art, but you must understand that the prettiest things are often the most delicate. They are not so pretty when they shatter. When they break, they can hurt you.”

      He caught Donatello’s wary gaze. “Do you understand, Donatello?”

      Amora watched the beautiful blond vampire regard her child with kindness and warmth as if he were his own.

      Cassius handed him the sculpture. “Be gentle, alright?”

      Amora watched as Donatello took the sculpture from Cassius’s hands, watched how he focused so intently on the glass his tiny hands held. Cassius dropped his hands, a soft smile stretching across his face.

      Eden Boracelli did not deserve him or his future heir.

      And as she watched Donatello gently set the swan down on its pillar, she caught Cassius’s gaze once more. Staring at her.

      He gave her a soft smile, but he did not rise.

      “Ce n’est pas parce qu’il est délicat qu’il n’est pas solide.”

      Just because it is delicate, does not mean it is not strong.

      Amora clutched her fidgeting son as she watched Cassius rise, extending his hand to Donatello.

      “Come on, let us go find something pretty for your mother’s mantle.”

      Amora stared through the front window of the Monteif Gallery, at all the contemporary pieces on display, not a swan to be seen.

      After all, the sculpture itself was bought and sold and she never saw it again, but perhaps it was just as tangible in her memory as it would have been on her shelf.

      “Is there something I can help you with, miss?” a woman called out, opening the door.

      Amora shook her head, trying to dispel the thoughts of the Aurelian vampire she’d once loved.

      “No, thank you,” she said as she continued on her way. She had more important things to tend to than the memories that surrounded her home.

      She dipped through the alleyways, unafraid of what lay in the shadows.

      Amora had spent her life holding her own against vile and unscrupulous men, after all. Though even the toughest mortal man would stand no chance against her natural vampiric strength, thrall, or her fangs.

      Like Cassius and Marcellus, Amora was blood born. Though she did not take the Medici name until she’d been arranged to be married to Marcellus, she’d grown up in the Medici coven along with several other notable families.

      She’d gone from Amora Valois to Amora Medici barely days after her twenty-second birthday, but she’d garnered much favor from both human and immortal men after she’d transitioned, before she became the Medici queen, due to her youthful appearance. Before she’d taken the notorious Medici playboy as her consort.

      When she finally found herself in front of a rather familiar brownstone, she hesitated, if only for a moment, as another memory pushed forth.

      “I think it’s rather scholarly,” Marcellus bit.

      “I think it looks rather cozy. Imagine the sunrises here,” she said, running her hands over her swollen belly.

      “I do not care for sunrises, Amora,” Marcellus huffed as he pulled out his pocket watch. He stared at it quite often these days. His dark hair shone like glass beneath the street lamps.

      “Perhaps you did not care for them in France, my love, but this is New York City. Anything is possible here.”

      She pulled her hand from her roundness, slipping it in Marcellus’s open one. In mere months, they would be a family of four.

      He startled from the motion, turning toward her.

      His dark eyes regaled her with a look that made her want to believe her own words.

      Things hadn’t been easy since their marriage was announced to the covens, but it wasn’t without its golden moments, either. Although they had not bonded. But Amora didn’t wish to push her consort and husband into bonding with her as she had been forced to marry. She firmly believed he would do so when he was ready to accept that despite their circumstances, their marriage wasn’t just political. She loved him, and would continue to love him. Forever.

      And she knew deep down beneath the shadows of his heart, he loved her, too. Even if he did not acknowledge such things.

      She could feel it in her soul, see it in the sparkle of their son’s eyes.

      Those first few years—fifty, to be exact—they’d spent wrapped in each other’s arms, buried in one another, were her pillars of truth, and the small dark-haired child running up and down the steps was the evidence of such a truth. After she’d finally conceived their first child, he’d pulled away, but she’d been assured such behavior was normal for men regardless of the length of their relationships. After all, fifty years was the blink of an eye for a vampire.

      She hadn’t questioned his absence at the time, but she should have. She was far too naive then. Believing that they’d resume their fiery trysts once she was no longer with child. She’d heard many men experienced heightened desire in the days after a birth, driven by their wild instincts.

      But Marcellus did not come to her bed then. He hadn’t even been there for Donatello’s birth. The only salvation she’d had was the night he came home, bloodied and frenzied from the den, in need of comfort.

      She hadn’t asked questions, though she knew she should have. She was too overcome with how good it felt to be needed.

      She should have seen the signs, but she didn’t.

      She believed her consort was true to her, until she’d discovered the truth.

      He loved another, but not just any other.

      He loved Eden Boracelli, a vicious vampire who was as deadly as she was unhinged.

      A vampire who would tear down everything the Medici’s had built, and as such, Amora knew she needed to protect more than herself and her husband. She needed to protect her children, her throne, and that started with their son, Donatello Medici. She vowed to find a way to rid them all of the ruthless Eden, and she had succeeded. She’d managed to persuade a vampire in Francesca Boracelli’s court to approach the Boracelli queen with an offer she could not refuse. An offer to send her prized lioness off to America, far away from her husband.

      And From Cassius as well.

      And then they were there, in New York City, she and her husband, with all of that behind them.

      A new baby on the way, a new home, a new city.

      A new chance at love.

      Though Marcellus had been quite distracted, she garnered perhaps his behavior had something to do with their inability to find a suitable home in the burgeoning city.

      “I suppose you are right,” he said evenly.

      “But you deserve better than this,” he said, clicking his tongue.

      “My queen deserves her very own Versailles,” he said with a smirk. “And this is not Versailles, darling.”

      Amora flushed at his words as Donatello slipped between their legs. When he wanted to be, her husband could be most charming.

      And when he wanted to be, he could be most enticing.

      Loving Marcellus Medici was not a requirement of their marriage, but how could one not love the tall, dark, handsome vampire who could command a room with one look?

      How could one not fall for his dark features, his bloodlust, and his torturous mouth?

      Marcellus was a toxin, and Amora knew this.

      But he was addicting all the same, and he was all she desired then.

      Marcellus turned and left them both on the steps of the brownstone, calling for them to follow.

      “I do not need a kingdom, Marcellus,” she whispered, taking Donatello’s tiny hand in hers, the child in her belly kicking up a storm.

      “I just need you.”

      It seemed the memories were everywhere.

      She knocked on the door, waiting with bated breath, trying to shake the ghosts of her past. Not a moment sooner was she met with a familiar head of curly red hair and bright eyes.

      “Amora?” Cora’s surprised voice echoed in the foyer.

      “Hello, Cora. Long time no see.” She smiled, but it was not genuine. She’d never liked Leon’s adopted child. The girl was rather unruly at best, spoiled by Leon’s attentions and leniency to let her get away with murder. Literally.

      Children, after all, needed guidance, and Leon was always far too concerned with history and law to notice the trouble his daughter caused wherever she went.

      “Is Leon in?” she asked, knowing the answer.

      “Yes, he is... he’s just ups⁠—”

      “Thank you, Cora,” she said as she stepped foot into the pristine brownstone.

      To his credibility, Leon kept the place in perfect condition. It was like stepping through a time machine. Leon loved history, and he loved to preserve it. Something she’d always admired about the eccentric old vampire.

      Cora shut the door behind her.

      Amora flipped her hair over her shoulder as she headed for the stairs, dragging her nails along the freshly waxed banister.

      She tried to refute the memories that threatened her, but alas she could not.

      For every step was truly like unearthing the dead.

      So many nights she’d spent at Leon’s brownstone, pouring over coven histories, over treaties and laws.

      And she’d certainly spent many nights with Cassius there, as well, when he lived with Leon.

      Amora pushed the memories down into the depths. She had not come here to relive the broken shards of her past, and she certainly didn’t wish to remember the delicate moments in which the Aurelian vampire held her, kissed her, or touched her like he loved her.

      None of the men in her life had ever made her feel loved the way Cassius had, for the glimmer of the two years she’d had him as more than a friend. And in the end, even his sweet, addicting love was fleeting.

      Because Cassius Aurelia was only truly in love with the one thing he could never be. Human.

      “Amora, darling, is that you?” Leon called as he strolled out of his library as she came to the top step.

      “It is.” She smiled, relishing for the moment in the genuine happiness she felt for the scholar.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” he asked as he pulled her in close for a friendly hug.

      She breathed in Leon’s comforting scotch and leather scent.

      “I’m afraid this is not a personal call,” she said as he pulled away. “It is purely business.”

      Leon sighed, motioning for her to follow him.

      “What sort of business can I help you with?” he asked as she followed him into his library. Books lined the mahogany floor to ceiling shelves, and she had to take a minute to breathe.

      It was almost like a small sliver of the Medici’s French estate of yesterday had somehow wedged its way into a hole in modern day New York.

      “I suppose you’ve heard about the missing girls,” she said cooly as Leon took his seat behind his desk.

      He motioned for her to sit.

      “You’re going to have to be more specific, my dear.” His smile was soft, amused.

      “I think Octavius is back,” she said smoothly.

      Leon raised an eyebrow.

      “What makes you think that?” He did not confirm or deny her accusation, which Amora knew to mean he did know something.

      Though she knew Leon did not care for the Boracellis, she also knew he preferred to remain neutral to the going-ons between the covens.

      But like many men, Leon’s silence—or his compliance—could be bought, if one knew the currency he favored.

      And Amora Medici held Leon like a card close to her chest. Loyalty was always hard to come by as a vampire, but as a queen...well, Amora knew in a sea of disgruntled vampire men, a man like Leon was not a terrible ally. He was practically untouchable as neutral ground to all the covens.

      “Call it a hunch. Young twenty-somethings all with familiar bite marks, familiar faded ink stamps.”

      Leon shifted in his seat.

      “Stamps, you say?”

      Amora nodded. “They all seem to have a red apple stamp. You wouldn’t know anything about such, would you?”

      Leon grinned. “Apples do not fall far from trees, your highness. You will have to be more specific, though. Many clubs use the apple moniker.”

      Amora nodded. “Including yours, right?” she said evenly.

      Leon shrugged. “It is a rather... timeless design. But I can assure you, I have no death on my hands, Amora.”

      Amora twisted her lips. “Of course not.”

      Amora knew better than most how Leon detested such things. Especially, after his Dark Hearts Club had gone down in flames. Thankfully, there had been no casualties, but Leon was quite adamant his clubs remained something of a safe haven for their kind. Any vampire crossing the line would find themselves in danger of being... disposed of. Leon had no room in his scholarly heart for acts of violence against those he employed.

      But even if Leon’s hands were clean of blood, it did not mean they were entirely clean of meddling. The record keeper always was a step ahead of most and was a keen observer.

      Which made him a substantial ally.

      “I’ve hired a very, very skilled accomplice, you know. It will be no time before we find Octavius, and where we find him, we find her⁠—”

      Leon steepled his hands in front of his mouth, his dark eyes glowing with anticipation.

      “Ah, there it is.” He smirked. “I did not think you of all people would go after Octavius Boracelli. He’s not your type.”

      Amora grinned, leaning back in her chair.

      “I’m going after what is rightfully mine, Leon. And quite frankly, I don’t know a vampire this side of the country who would favor that slimy⁠—”

      Leon chuckled. “And you are telling me this because...”

      “Because, Professor Leon, I know how you love to play historian, but I am giving you the chance to be a part of the history for once.”

      “Tell me, Amora, darling, what do you want with the Boracelli queen, hmm? Revenge?”

      Amora licked her lips. “Eden does not deserve her throne. We both know that.”

      Leon sighed. “Perhaps she does not, but that is not for us to decide...”

      Amora waved him off. “She murdered Francesca. Coveted my husband. And lest we not forget what she did to Cassius...”

      Amora breathed his name, feeling the heaviness on her tongue. She swallowed back her emotions, burying them along with the memories.

      She did not wish to think of Cassius. Not here, not now, where the memories were already quite strong.

      Not after he’d used her to get close to her Djinn. To destroy what she’d built.

      Leon licked his lips. “You want me to choose a side, is that it?”

      Amora shrugged. “There is always a winning side, Leon. You can not play Switzerland forever,” she spat bitterly.

      Amora knew Leon despised Eden as well as so many others, yet he’d aided her, too, though that time was long ago. When she and Cassius were young, vibrant and unstained by a life of brutal immortality and deception.

      Leon sighed. “You are risking a great deal coming here and telling me this. I could easily use your information against you.”

      Amora smiled smugly. “If you did, I would know. I would find out your secret, know that you know where she is, and I would not hesitate to use my skills to obtain such information.”

      Leon shook his head. “Oh, Amora. I do love when you play hostile. It is so... entertaining.”

      Amora crossed her legs as Leon tapped his fingers on his desk.

      “I do not know where she is, for the record.”

      Amora nodded. “I figured you did not. But you do know a thing or two about blood dens, being the owner of several.”

      Amora watched the way Leon’s gaze flickered at the very mention of such things, and she knew she had her answer whether he admitted it or not.

      Thankfully, he did.

      “I do,” he said.

      “Then perhaps you can tell me about all the blood dens within the state of New York.” She raised an eyebrow. “Primarily ones with an apple stamp.”

      “Just the state of New York?” he taunted, a grin spreading on his face.

      “Names, Leon. I haven’t got all day.”

      Leon’s lips tugged up the corners of his mouth.

      “Well, there are only a handful left, since most of the ones in this state have gone under due to poor management, unfortunately.”

      He sighed wistfully. “But there are only three with apple logos. Including my own,” he said with a smile.

      Of course, forever the entrepreneur.

      “Ah. Another chapter of the Dark Hearts Club?” she asked with a grin.

      Leon twisted his lips. “Better, actually. Dark Hearts was so... eighties.” He frowned.

      Amora rolled her eyes. “I rather like the eighties, you know. Mortals were so much... freer with their blood and sexual offerings.”

      Leon chuckled. “Yes, but the aesthetic was so... harsh.” He shuddered. “All that neon and shapes, and⁠—”

      “Focus, Leon.”

      Leon swiveled in his chair. “There are three blood dens in the state of New York with apple branding.”

      Leon was silent for a moment, before speaking again.

      “Well, there is Chi, which used to reside in Chinatown, but it is only open one day out of the week, usually. Wednesdays, I believe. Though vampires still frequent it from time to time for other... purposes, despite its closure to the public.” He twisted his lips. “Then of course, there is my den, Pomme, which is located here in Chelsea, and the newest den on the market. Altar’d Sin, which is in Manhattan. Both of which are active.”

      Amora grinned victoriously. “And where can I find this... Altar’d Sin?”

      Leon’s voice was solid and unwavering. “Do you remember the old speakeasy, the Raven, by any chance?”
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      The sounds of the Beastie Boys’ Fight For Your Right blared through the garage as Vincenzo Rossi shifted his weight on the roller beneath him. His fingers were practically numb from damn near prying the shrapnel that had wedged itself into the undercarriage of his treasured red Corvette, which he affectionately called Betty.

      He’d just managed to pull the wayward piece of steel out without puncturing anything pertinent, when he felt his phone in his back pocket vibrating.

      “Fuck,” he said, knowing all too well the familiar ring tone.

      Relenting, he tossed the shrapnel across the floor, sliding out from beneath Betty.

      His vision sharpened with renewed light, and he let out another curse as he sat upright, sliding his hand into his back pocket, pulling out his phone.

      With his free hand, he rustled his dark curls, smoothing his disheveled locks back from his face.

      “Yes, asshole?” he bit, his skin feeling remotely cooler in the open air.

      “Good morning to you, too, asshole,” Malcolm chirped, his tone full of sarcasm and sleep.

      Vinny looked at the bright blue Miller Lite clock on the garage wall, noting it was nearly four-thirty.

      Vinny knew better than anyone that Malcolm usually slept like the dead after a big hunt, or after a night of drinking.

      “Where are you? China? ‘Less you’re in Shanghai, I’m pretty sure it’s afternoon everywhere else.”

      Malcolm sarcastically drawled a laugh. “Haha, fuck you. I’ll have you know I’m in your neck of the woods, actually, which is why I’m calling you.”

      Vinny leaned back, taking a look at his garage. It seemed the time he spent in his oasis was starting to become a rarity; a notion he’d foolishly thought he could hold onto. That somehow, he’d find some way to balance his duty and his passions, but even he knew it was a pipe dream.

      Being a hunter meant a normal life wasn’t in the cards for him, or any of his hunter friends, truly.

      Because being a hunter meant upholding an oath to protect everyone else from the things that went bump in the night, and being a part of the Phoenix meant that it was his job to make sure that the Immortal Order stayed intact as well.

      There was simply no room in Vincenzo Rossi’s life for passion.

      He sighed, getting up to find a rag.

      “Is that so?” he asked.

      Malcolm sighed on the other end. “Yeah. I took a... job, and I need some backup.”

      Vinny shook his head.

      Typical Mal.

      The man was notorious for overworking himself. Though Vinny understood the fire under Malcolm’s ass was rather personal. His parents had been slaughtered by vampires, his sister had been bitten by a powerful vampire who had yet to make his killing move, and his girlfriend was pregnant.

      Malcolm Crowley needed a vacation of the highest order, but Malcolm wasn’t the type to settle down anymore than Vinny was. The hunt was all they knew, and it was probably going to be all they would ever know.

      “You call the others?” he asked, setting the phone down on the counter as he put it on speaker.

      “Yeah, Tito and Hunter are in the fucking Poconos, but they said they’d be here by morning.”

      Vinny nodded, even though Malcolm couldn’t see him. A part of him admired his fellow hunters for their continued commitment to one another.

      Though Tito and Hunter didn’t say a word about their relationship, they did nothing to hide it, either, and as such, they spent much of their time between gigs and hunts just... being.

      Together.

      Perhaps they did not wish to draw attention to such things for their own reasons, but Vinny had always envied such things. He longed to have someone who understood his life, who could fit in with all the blood and death and give him a sense of reprieve. Someone to roll around in the sheets with, to take long drives with him in his beautiful Betty, and who could make him feel like a man and not a hunter.

      Though pussy was never in short supply when he traveled with his fellow hunters and bandmates, as Blood Of My Enemy was quite popular on the live entertainment scene, he didn’t care for casual sex the way Malcolm or Dallas did.

      The way they used to, anyway.

      It seemed that in the last few years, the notorious playboys had started to settle down, somewhat. A feat in and of itself, if he was being honest.

      Though it was unknown who had captured Dallas’s runaway heart, Vinny never pressed him. Whoever she was, he kept her a secret, hidden for a reason, and Vinny could not judge his friend for doing so given the circumstances surrounding how he became a hunter to begin with.

      But ever since Dallas’s passing, things had changed. Mal had found his way back to his girlfriend, Cleo—who happened to be a werewolf—and Tito and Hunter had leaned on one another to mourn their loss.

      Vinny had chosen a more hands-on approach to grief; opting to tinkering with Betty, and throwing himself into helping the Phoenix so he would not focus on how alone he truly felt. At least his friends had shoulders they could lean on. Arms to hold them.

      Bodies to keep them warm at night and chase the nightmares away.

      And where music was concerned, no one seemed keen on keeping the band together without its vibrant frontman, anymore; and music had been one of Vinny’s preferred outlets. They hadn’t played a show since Dallas’s passing and he was certain with Mal’s attentions elsewhere, they would likely not pick up their instruments again.

      “Where are you, anyway?” he asked, cleaning his hands with a rag.

      “Chelsea. Where are you?”

      Vinny set about putting his tools away. “Home. Where else would I be?”

      He hadn’t meant the words to sound so harsh, but he couldn’t deny their truth.

      “Chinatown?” Mal asked.

      “Yup. Needed to keep busy, while… you know...” Vinny responded.

      There was a heavy silence between them, as neither of them acknowledged the hole that had been left from the passing of their friend and fellow bandmate, Jake Dallas.

      It had been three months since Dallas, Mal, and Malcolm’s sister, Ava, were on a routine hunt together, and things hadn’t gone as swimmingly as they should have.

      Though Dallas died protecting Ava and Malcolm, his absence was felt prominently by all who knew him.

      Vinny hadn’t even seen Malcolm or his friends since the hunter’s funeral they held for Dallas. Malcolm had relegated himself to taking care of Dallas’s affairs, and as such, he hadn’t expected to hear from him much about the matter.

      And he certainly hadn’t expected a half-drunk Malcolm to call him and tell him his girlfriend was pregnant.

      But Vinny also knew in Dallas’s absence, Malcolm needed someone.

      So he’d done his best to be a good friend and listen to the pain in the ass.

      “I know, but we all have to get back in the game sometime, you know. He... he would want us to continue doing the fucking thing, man.”

      Vinny let out a breath, glancing up at the clock. The hands slowly ticked away, mocking him.

      “I know, it just... feels fucked up without him, you know.”

      Malcolm’s breath was heavy. “I know. But we have a job to do, and you know we’re better together.”

      Vinny did know. He knew Malcolm was right, but that didn’t make it any easier.

      “So, when do you want to meet up?” he asked, ignoring the twisting feeling in his gut.

      “I was thinking maybe we could meet up tonight. Maybe grab a beer? Catch up a bit first?”

      Vinny nodded, tossing a wayward wrench in his toolbox.

      “Yeah, sure. What did you have in mind?”
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        * * *

      

      The streets of Chinatown were always busy, day or night.

      Vinny slipped through the heavy garage door, the familiar scent of a myriad of restaurant smells mingling in the air, ranging from fish to mouthwatering dumplings.

      Once the door was closed, he slipped his hands in his pockets, heading toward the agreed upon meeting place, The Red Dragon Inn.

      Which happened to be next door to his apartment.

      The red neon cast an eerie glow over his pale skin and dark hair as he opened the door.

      “Welcome to the Red Dragon Inn, how can I⁠—”

      Vinny gave a small wave as the sweet attendant, Kimiko “Kimi” Yang, nearly jumped from her post.

      “Oh my God, Vin! Long time no see!” she squealed as she came up and wrapped her arms around him.

      Vinny hugged her back, a sense of familiarity blooming in his chest.

      He’d known Kimiko Yang practically his whole life, as
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