
  
  
      
        
          CONSPIRACY OF VAMPIRES

          THE VAMPIRE'S KINGDOM BOOK 1

		      
          Miranda Thorn

        

        
          [image: ]

          
        

      

    


  
  Your Free Gift!




[image: ]
I was raised to kill vampires—especially ancient monsters like Liam. He’s seductive, lethal, and tied to the demonic forces stalking my city. But when his kiss sets my blood on fire, I can’t stay away. 
Now witch hunters are closing in, secrets are rising, and loving him might mean embracing the darkness I was born to fight.

Grab your free copy here or visit mirandathorn.com and sign up for my newsletter:


https://BookHip.com/PFWGHZT









  
  



This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.  

Copyright © 2023 by Miranda Thorn

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be used, including but not limited to, the training of or use by artificial intelligence, or reproduced in any form without written permission, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

ISBN: PB: 978-1-960557-01-8; e-Book: 978-1-960557-00-1; HB: 978-1-960557-10-0

Cover by GetCovers

For more information, address: mirandaethorn@gmail.com. 

www.mirandathorn.com








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Miranda Thorn
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1


There were more vampires in this damned house than I’d been told to expect. My magic crept over five before I’d locked it down tight. They might be able to sense me if I kept using it. But cutting myself off from my powers was a gamble. I’d never feel them coming. 
Lucky for me vampires were lethargic during the day. Their powers and instincts were less acute, but the cloaking spell my friend Kori had cast for me would only work so well. Normal things like my heartbeat and breathing, it could hide, but the sneeze I’d been wrestling with for the past thirty seconds? Well, I wasn’t willing to bet my life on it. Stupid dust. Stupid allergies! 
The chairs and desk in the vast study had been covered in dusty white sheets when I’d first crawled in through the window. I’d ripped them off of everything in my search, and they were now in piles all over the floor. I should have taken my ex up on his offer of dinner instead of casing a supposedly abandoned vampire hangout. Not that dinner was really the offer. He’d been trying to get back together with me for a month now.
The tickling in my nose subsided, and I took a breath. I’d been spared, but it would make an appearance again. Soon. And so far, I hadn’t found anything related to my parents in this house. 
My contact had said the vampire who killed my parents had lived here. I was hoping for some sort of a paper trail of where he’d gone next. So far, no luck. But I couldn’t rip the whole place apart because the house he’d sworn would be vacant had at least five vampires in it. 
Of course, he’d told me that after I’d made some very inventive threats to certain precious parts of his anatomy. He probably expected me to die in here. With five vampires in the house… well, I didn’t like my odds. 
But if I did make it out of here? I’d be paying him a very unpleasant visit. The thought made me smile. Something to look forward to.
I pulled open the final drawer in the sturdy L-shaped desk. A ledger lay in the bottom of it, envelopes used as a bookmark. A paper ledger? A vampire who hadn’t heard of QuickBooks Online. I stood and opened it to the spot that was marked. 
I held in my curse of annoyance as I leafed through the previous pages. Nothing about the purchase of another property, but I didn’t have time for an in-depth audit. It should have at least contained a hint of where they’d gone next. Nothing else interesting either. The only thing the ledger told me was that whatever vampire kept this house had been meticulous. 
I removed the envelopes and flipped them over. They’d been sealed with an old-school red wax seal stamped with an M. Fancy. I slid everything into the backpack I’d left perched on the desk before shrugging it on and buckling the chest strap. No time to look now. Maybe I could try a different day if these leeches vacated the place. But for now, I’d raided the massive study of everything interesting. I’d give anything to check the rest of the house, but I’d already taken a big enough risk checking this one room.
The widening sliver of light from the doorway was the only warning I got that I was no longer alone. I glanced up from tightening the chest strap. The vampire standing in front of me wasn’t much taller than my five-foot-eight. His mouth dropped open. Glad I wasn’t the only one startled by this encounter.
Shit, shit, shit. What now? As a lowly human, the main thing I had going for me when facing a vampire was the element of surprise.
I leaped over the desk, pulling my knife from the sheath as I went. I had to do something before he snapped out of being dumbstruck. 
I hit the ground as he started to back out of the room.
“Hey!” he shouted as I hurtled into him. We hit the ground, me on top, using all my weight to jam the blade into his chest. 
He grasped a fistful of my hair and flung me off him with enough violence that I slid halfway down the long hallway, knife still clutched in my hand. 
I bit back a curse. My whole right side was going to be bruised and stiff tomorrow. My scalp smarted, and I wondered if I’d have a bald spot.
He stumbled to his feet, his pristine white sneakers slipping a little in his own blood and shook some of my long red hairs off his hand. 
“I’ll kill you for that.” He coughed, hard and ragged, blood splattering his chin. 
I’d missed the heart. Luckily, with my ancient, magical knife, I didn’t need to hit it. Without someone to feed on, he would heal at a human speed, which meant he would die. Unless he fed on me, and I wasn’t sticking around for that. 
I clambered up, using the wall as support, and suddenly he was the least of my worries.
Two more vampires stepped around the corner behind him. The difference was they were hulking bastards with arms as thick as my thighs. As if vampires needed weight training to wipe the floor with a human. The vampire I’d just stabbed wasn’t much bigger than me, and he could have broken me in half if given the chance. 
I made a break for the stairwell and hurled myself over the handrail. My landing was bone-jarring, and I stumbled into the wall. I heard the thundering of footsteps behind me on the stairs and all but fell down the rest of them, skidding on the runner rug that covered the first floor as it bunched up under my feet. 
An icy ball of horror sank into my gut when I landed on my ass. The knife slid across the exposed hardwood floor, banging into the cream-colored baseboard. Precious seconds wasted. That was all it took.
Above me, one of the men made it to the last landing of the stairs. His confident smirk said it all.
I fished the potion bottle out of the front pocket of my jeans. Thanking whatever god watched over me that I hadn’t put it in my back pocket, I flipped the stopper out and barely managed to down it before he was on me. The bitter, vile taste of tar filled my mouth. Like I’d licked fresh asphalt. Burned like it too.
He grasped my shirt and hauled me off the floor. A wave of dizziness seemed to rock the walls of the house, and I took a deep breath, hoping it would steady my head.
“Suicide? How cowardly of you, vampire hunter. And in this case, a useless effort. I’ll turn you, torture you into telling me why you’re here, and then have you until I tire of you.”
He pulled me toward him. This bastard was going to bite me. I prayed the potion I’d taken would work and not kill me for the privilege. Before he could bring me closer, I grasped his face in both my hands.
He shrieked, and I felt the flesh heat and bubble under my hands. He released my shirt and shoved me away from him. My back smacked into the wall, knocking the breath out of me, but I kept my feet under me. His fist came flying toward my face and I jerked to the side, avoiding the blow. Pain must have slowed his reaction time. He would have hit me if it hadn’t. 
I darted toward the exit using the wall to stay upright while he was busy trying to get his fist loose from the drywall. 
“What did you do to me, you witch?” he shouted.
The potion had worked, but the side effects were intense. I’d have to tell Kori it wasn’t practical for your average vampire hunt. The world tilted around me. My feet seemed to be going in the opposite direction of my body. The walls warped, rippling in waves. Everything smelled like burning cookies. 
Screw him! What had I done to me? 
I kept moving toward the light until it was suddenly blotted out. I blinked and squinted at the door. The shadow in the doorway shifted. It had to be another vampire. I kept going. I was literally untouchable now. Unless they wanted to be in a world of pain.
“Let me pass, or you’ll regret it.” My tongue felt thick. The words came out like I was on my eighth shot of tequila. Not effective for threatening.
He chuckled. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. Strict orders to take anyone sneaking around here to the boss. Besides, what is a little girl like you going to do to something like me?”
I hiked a thumb over my shoulder. “You missed the show then. Your buddy regrets grabbing me.”
“Must not have hurt too bad. He ain’t there anymore.”
Crap. I whipped my head around. Big mistake. A riot of colors swirled through my vision. And I’d taken my eye off the monster in front of me. Idiot. I blamed that devil potion.
Arms clamped around my body, pinning my hands to my side. The small travel backpack pressed nearly flat against my spine and wouldn’t be a deterrent to what was to come. 
Wriggling in his grasp, I tried to pull one of my arms loose. If I could just get a hold of him! With the long sleeve black shirt, he wasn’t touching any of my skin. I wasn’t sure what the potion would do to him if he drank my blood.
His breath ruffled the hair behind my ear. Foul smelling. Reeking of the copper tang of old blood. I shrieked as his mouth clamped down on my neck, fangs puncturing my throat.
The agonizing pressure increased until I thought he was going to rip out my throat and let the blood pour like rain. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d seen something like that. But being on the receiving end was a new and bone chilling experience. 
A violent roar filled my ears, and suddenly I was free. I spun around and it took several seconds of dazed blinking to reorient my vision. The man had collapsed onto his knees. He was holding his middle, trying to suck in a breath like he’d been punched in the gut. 
He started clawing at his chest and stomach. I stood there stunned as desperate, pain-filled screams echoed through the house. I backed away, skirting around him but keeping a close eye. He didn’t even make a move to grab me. 
And then flames started licking at his middle, snaking up as he screamed and burned. The smell that filled the air was disturbingly like barbecue and I swallowed back the nausea building in my mouth. I might never eat again. I inched to the doorway and stepped over the threshold. He fell onto his side and went still. My ears rang in the sudden quiet. 
Movement at the end of the hall drew my attention away from the dead vampire. The one I’d injured earlier stood there. Rage filled his features as he saw what I’d done. 
“I might not be able to touch you, but I know what will fix you, bitch.” 
He raised his arm, and I threw myself out of the way as a bullet splintered the doorframe where my head had been. The left side of my face stung. I swiped at it and came away with blood and splinters. 
I shoved myself away from the house and sprinted up the long driveway toward the street. My car was parked out there. I wasn’t sure I could drive. My vision sparkled and I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. But I’d have to give it a shot and pray I didn’t wrap myself around a tree. 
Another shot cracked across the yard. There was a brush of wind and a clod of dirt erupted from the ground in front of me. I gasped, tripping over my own stupid, drunken feet as I propelled myself into the woods instead of continuing down the driveway. 
I pushed through the thick Georgia brush and old fallen leaves, praying there were no snakes. Outside the air-conditioned house, the potion-induced hot flashes rolling through me intensified, causing sweat to coat my back and chest.
The street had to be close. I’d come out of the woods farther from my car than I would have liked, but if I kept running out in the open, that vampire might hit me, even if he was proving to be a shitty shot. Not many vampires bothered with guns. Who needed them when you were equipped with so many other weapons and the ability to persuade most humans to drop theirs? Or maybe guns wasted too much blood? I was betting on the latter. 
I stepped out onto the asphalt baking in the sun and glanced around. No firearm-happy vampire in sight. I hoped he wouldn’t follow me. Vampires wouldn’t die from sunlight, unfortunately, but depending on their strength it could be anywhere from irritating to debilitating. I was hoping for debilitating today.  
I flinched from the glaring light and hugged the shadows of the tree line as I made for my car. Each evil ray was like a needle to the eye. That would make driving fun.
Tension filled my shoulders as a black sedan rocked slowly down the rutted road toward me. I was too visible. I tried to tell myself anyone could be on this road, but we were in the middle of nowhere.
There was a crash in the woods I’d exited, someone moving fast through the forest headed for the road. I broke into a sprint, heart in my throat. I’d never make it before he got out of the woods. 
The car heading toward me gunned it, bouncing wildly over the pitted asphalt. My gut turned cold. It could only mean they wanted to stop me before I could get away. I couldn’t beat them either. 
The car swerved in front of me, forcing me to jerk to a stop. Dread burned in my chest. I was cornered.






  
  Chapter 2


The door flew open. 
“Get in this damned car!” Alaric shouted from the driver’s seat just as the vampire chasing me burst out of the woods. My ears would probably be ringing from all the yelling Alaric would do on the way home, but I couldn’t be more grateful for his timely arrival.
I leaped into the passenger seat and he took off before I could even get the door closed. The glass of the back passenger window shattered under another gunshot as we sped past the vampire in the road.
Alaric scrubbed a hand through his shoulder-length blond hair. “Son of a bitch! Pagan, can I go back and run him down?”
I slumped in the seat and glanced at him. “No thanks. I feel like crap. I’d just like to go home.”
The vampire next to me grinned, flashing fangs. “I have good timing today, don’t I?”
“Yeah. Which makes me wonder how the heck you knew where I was.”
I had a good idea. The only person who knew I’d be out here was my brother. Only that worry wart would send Alaric after me. Alaric had raised us after our parents had been killed. But when we’d started hunting vampires, he’d pretty much disowned us. Couldn’t really blame him, but it still stung. One decision and we’d lost the only family we had left. 
“Jason called. We’ve been talking since you pushed him out.”
I glared at him. Apparently, they had done a lot of catching up. I’d stopped taking my brother on jobs after he’d nearly gotten killed. It pissed him off. He was older than me and didn’t appreciate being protected by his baby sister. He felt he could handle himself. And he could. It was me that couldn’t handle it.
Vampire hunting had been my idea, and having him risk his life with me was more than I could take. He’d moved past our parents’ murder. He’d made a real life for himself. He was an EMT on track to becoming some hotshot surgeon. He could save more people in a hospital than hunting down killers with me. I was the one who couldn’t let go. Probably because I’d heard it happen. 
My mother had hidden me in a cabinet in the kitchen. I still wasn’t sure how the vampires hadn’t found me. The only explanation was that she’d used magic, but no one in the local covens remembered doing a spell for her. I’d asked. I was left with pure dumb luck as the explanation. Unlikely.
Alaric had been the one to get me out. I’d struggled for hours, but the cabinet had been locked from the outside. I still wasn’t sure why he’d taken us in. He’d been a new neighbor that neither of my parents had liked.
“I didn’t push Jason out. He doesn’t want to hunt. And he doesn’t have the instinct for it.”
He snorted. “You’re transparent.”
He glanced at me and did a double take. “You look weird. And you smell like burned sugar. What happened to you?”
I flipped down the sun visor and looked in the mirror. Holy crap, a tan wouldn’t fix that. My eyes were dull and glassy, the shadows under them darker than I’d ever seen. My skin was sallow with a sheen of sweat coating it.
Alaric reached forward to lay a hand against my forehead. I opened my mouth to warn him off, but it was too late.
“Shit!” He jerked his hand away from me and my heart leaped into my throat as the car weaved into the opposite lane. 
He narrowed his eyes on me. “Did you burn me? How?”
I straightened, bracing myself for his anger. “I may have gotten a potion from a witch.”
A muscle in his jaw bulged.
“Grinding your teeth is bad for them. Won’t it blunt your fangs?”
“You know it won’t, and you’re not funny, Pagan.”
A violent shiver racked me, my teeth clattering together. When it subsided, I said, “I’m a little funny. And the potion was a good call. It saved my life today, so stop looking like you plan to kill my source.”
He nodded slowly. “If you die, I might. You need to be more careful dealing with these witches.”
“Of course, you feel that way. They kill vampires.”
“And they’ll do anything to achieve that goal. Killing you would be collateral damage to test a spell. And I’m guessing it was a test, because I’ve never heard of something like it. Is that all it does? Burn vampires?”
A spark of annoyance fired in my chest. Kori was my friend. She wasn’t like her mother. I could see Priscilla risking my life to achieve her goals, but Kori would never. “In a manner of speaking.”
“Meaning?”
I tilted my head so he could see the bite mark on the other side of my neck. “One drank from me. He burned from the inside out.”
He reached over and popped open the glove box before grabbing a handful of napkins and throwing them into my lap. “I can’t believe I didn’t smell that.”
I pressed the napkins to my throat. “You were distracted. And they’ve mostly stopped bleeding. I need to call Kori and tell her what her potion does when a vampire drinks from a person. She’ll be very fascinated to know that it can kill your kind.”
“Swell. Well, you can call her if you survive and brag all about it. It’s not a good idea for you to be Test Subject #5 for witchy brews, Pagan.”
“Kori is my friend, Alaric.” I groaned as another shiver tore through me. “However, I do see your point. But it did get me out alive tonight. And Kori really has no way to test it for other human hunters. She said a witch would have different side effects. She wanted to test it on a human. She has other hunter friends it might help, and I needed emergency backup.”
“You’re all idiots.”
“Tell it to the Potion Master.”
His grip tightened on the steering wheel, muscles in his arms bulging. “Oh, I’m tempted, but she’d take great pleasure in skinning me alive.” 
“Ew, that’s really not her thing. Sounds too messy,” I ground out around my clenched teeth.
He sighed. “Just lay there and try not to die on me. Or vomit all over my leather upholstery.”
We sat in silence for a few miles while I watched him continue to clench and unclench the steering wheel. He sucked his teeth before glancing at me, and saying, “Do you really think it’s necessary to melt vampires from the inside? I mean, you’re not like witches. They’ve been raised to believe we’re all evil and soulless. You know better. A good human will probably become a good vampire. It doesn’t change who you are as a person.”
“They were trying to kill me, Alaric.”
“I’m not talking about them. Though that’s a horrific death you’re describing. I’m not sure I’d wish that on my greatest enemy.”
I met his gaze. “Oh, I know I wouldn’t. I was there. The image of what that potion did to him will haunt my dreams. But so will the fact that he almost ripped my throat out. It was him or me. As for the other vampires I hunt, I’m paid. And the person who gives out most of my contracts only sends me after killers.” 
I had a long-standing relationship with the person paying me to kill vampires. My ex-boyfriend had put me in contact with them. I was policing the vicious vampire element only. Because Alaric had raised me, I was able to see both sides of the world. Vampires definitely weren’t all murderers like the witches wanted me to believe. 
But Alaric wasn’t entirely right either. Vampires were predators, and becoming one did change a person. Made them more… 
More violent. More attuned to human weaknesses. More manipulative.
You could look into their eyes, and sometimes it was more like staring into the eyes of a wild tiger than a person. 
Most of them could handle it. But some of them? It added just enough killer instinct for shit to turn out very, very bad. 
“This is a fight we’ve had before. I’m surprised you showed up tonight actually. I thought we were through being friendly after that time I threatened to kill Jasper.”
Alaric’s brother didn’t like vampire hunters. He had good reasons not to, but it made our relationship… rocky. I’d actually feared for my life in the last fight we’d had. I cut him with my knife just to make sure I’d gotten my point across. Alaric had hurled me bodily from the house. 
“Jasper has a temper. If you would both stop goading each other—just because I told you not to come back didn’t mean you couldn’t have called. I don’t want violence in my house. You two trashed the dining room.”
He smirked at me. “As for why I showed up tonight, your brother asked me to. He said you were pursuing a little extracurricular activity.”
I nodded. “I’m looking for the vampires that killed our parents. You want to speak to that?”
Alaric had never given us any information on the vampires that had murdered our parents. He always said he didn’t know anything. I could never figure out if I believed him, or if he’d thought the information would get us killed, so he kept it to himself. Either way, it caused me to have to pursue the issue between vampire hunting jobs.
“I’ve told you, I don’t know anything.”
“You could have looked!” I shouted, familiar anger bubbling up in my gut. “You never bothered. Vampires are a lot more willing to talk to you than they are to me.”
He rolled his shoulders. “I was worried, Pagan.”
“Worried about what?” I took a breath and tried to cool my sudden temper. This was all coming out more accusatory than I’d meant for it to. But it always did, damn it. 
“That if I started asking questions, whoever got your parents would start looking too closely at me, and in turn, you. Killing a family in suburbia? Weird for vampires, even the bad sort.”
“So you have suspicions about who did it?”
He stayed silent for so long that I wasn’t sure he would answer me. “I have suspicions. I’m asking you to drop this, Pagan. It will get you killed. It could pull you into some political intrigues, and those are deadly no matter what species you’re dealing with.”
“Politics—”
“Want me to drop you at your house, or you want to stay with us? Though, I don’t know what we’ll do if you crash. It’s not like anyone in the house can do CPR without burning their face off.”
I glared at him. “I can’t let this go. They murdered my parents. Tell me what you know.”
“No. It will get you killed. And me. And everyone you know.” 
I gritted my teeth. “Drop me at home. I’ll be fine on my own.” I thought I was already starting to shake off the side effects. I didn’t feel like death anymore.
My phone dinged from somewhere in my backpack. I shrugged out of the straps to dig through it. I patted the letters Alaric didn’t know I had. Hopefully, they could tell me something he wouldn’t.
I found the phone and started looking through my messages.
I have a lead on who killed your parents.






  
  Chapter 3


Bitch was getting too close. He had to do something about her. When she’d started nosing around her parents’ death, he’d decided to nudge her in a different direction. He’d thought he’d given her enough to distract her, but this latest incident… 
She was working without his commands now, and his guards had failed to eliminate her. A lot of vampires had failed to eliminate the girl.
He’d tried not to be obvious about his desire to see her dead. So far it had worked too well. She’d killed all her targets with very few injuries. It hadn’t taken him long to decide she could be of use to him and his allies. 
Maybe this was another one of those times. He could try to kill two birds with one stone. 
He fired off another text message.
Kill a vampire named Nyx. He was involved.
It wasn’t a lie. If it hadn’t been for a spy among Nyx’s group, he never would have found her parents again. 
He didn’t particularly care who died in the coming fight. He always had a plan. And when the worst-case scenario was killing the girl? There were no downsides. 

      [image: ]I frowned down at my phone. This wasn’t the first time my employer had known some uncomfortable details about my personal life. I guess it wasn’t entirely creepy. Of course, he would research me to know if I had any weaknesses he needed to know about. 
We sort of had a Charlie’s Angels thing going for us. He stayed anonymous, gave me a job, and I had to trust that he was on the up and up. Whoever he was, he’d never steered me wrong. 
When our relationship had first started, I’d done my own independent research on the vampires he wanted killed. Every vampire he’d sent me after was one that needed to be put down. Over the last two years I’d started to trust the information he’d sent me. He had useful details about their habits that even I hadn’t been able to find. His information had saved me time, and on more than one occasion it had saved my ass. 
But why had he waited until now to hand me Nyx if he knew I was looking for my parents’ killer?
So, I asked.
His response popped up a few minutes later. I didn’t realize you were looking. And even if I had, you weren’t ready. He’s dangerous. I didn’t want to lose a promising vampire hunter because she needed a few more years of training. I’ve emailed you what little information I have on him. 
The email notification containing the dossier popped up.
It’s not much. Be careful. 
Alaric pulled into my spot in my apartment complex. 
“What are you going to do about your car?”
I snorted glancing up from the email. My boss was right. It wasn’t much information. Not even a home address. Just a bar. “Not sure. Get a rental until I can take a buddy to make sure it’s not rigged to blow? Leave it for scrap? I can afford a new one if I have to.”
I debated not mentioning Nyx to Alaric, but I would be able to tell a lot about my new target by his reaction, so I asked the question.
“Do you know anything about a vampire named Nyx?”
Alaric’s face went blank, the blood draining from it.
“What?” I’d never seen Alaric react like that. He was one of the scariest vampires I’d met, which considering my profession, said a lot. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was scared. Nah.
“Why are you asking me that?”
“He’s my next target.”
He leaned over me and popped my door open. “I won’t have anything to do with this, Pagan. Leave Nyx alone. I’m warning you, you don’t want what’ll come your way if you go after him.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Rage flared in his eyes. “It means, you stupid child, that Nyx is ancient. The longer the vampire has been around, the more power he gains, and I couldn’t even guess at how long he’s been alive. He’ll kill us both if he thinks I gave you information on him.”
He hit the catch on my seat belt and put the car in reverse. For a second I thought he’d shove me out on my ass. “Out. I didn’t see you, and you didn’t see me. Drop this job.”
“Come on, Alaric. Talk to me. You’ve clearly got information I need. I’ve gone after powerful vamps before. You never flipped out.”
He put the car in park again and threw himself back against his seat. He gripped the bridge of his nose like I was giving him a headache. Could vampires get headaches? I didn’t think so.
“You don’t understand. He’s the second-oldest known vampire. The first is somewhat of a recluse. Even our king wouldn’t fuck with Nyx. He’s got incredible powers. Some say even beheading won’t kill him.”
He shrugged. “Personally, I think that’s bullshit. We aren’t truly immortal, but I’ve seen enough to know that nothing is impossible. You can’t beat him. You’ve only been fighting for ten years compared to his thousands.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m the best out there. You know the kind of money I get paid to do my job?”
“Can I remind you, Miss Attitude, that I saved your ass tonight?” 
I gritted my teeth. “You don’t know that. I’m grateful you showed up when you did, but I might have gotten out on my own.”
“It would have been pure luck if you did. I’m not saying you’re not skilled, but how often do you use the element of surprise to your advantage? You’ve been hurt before by the old ones you’ve taken down, and they are nothing in comparison. Don’t get cocky.”
“What if I took backup?”
“And risk other people? That’s not your style.”
He was right. The only people I hunted with these days were my ex-boyfriend Nate and my friend Kori. And if he was as dangerous as Alaric claimed—well, I wouldn’t take them on such a risky mission either. Not to find out who killed my parents. That was my business.
“Good point.” I slid out of the car, snagging my backpack on the way. “Don’t worry about me. If the job looks too dangerous when I meet him, I’ll back out.”
“If you get the chance. He’s not stupid, and you’re notorious.”
I frowned at him. I doubted Nyx knew my face. “I’ll take every precaution.”
The frustration drained from his eyes, and his face became a guarded mask, like he didn’t want me to know what he was thinking. “I know we’ve had our differences lately, but I don’t want you dead. You’re a nuisance, but when I look at you, all I see is the little ten-year-old girl I saved from some bad vampires way back when. No, I won’t tell you where to find him. If I could I’d use my powers to make you forget this whole business. Damn you for having powers of your own.”
A vampire could use their magic to influence humans or even weaker supernatural beings. The stronger the vampire the more easily and completely they could roll someone. Alaric was old and should have been able to take me over entirely, but his powers had never worked on me or my brother. No vampire’s abilities had. It’s what made us dangerous.
“Don’t get yourself killed, Pagan. I won’t be able to help you if this one goes wrong.”
I put on my best cocky smirk, but unease slithered down my spine. It wasn’t like him to spook. I’d have been more comfortable if he was pissed. “Don’t worry about me.”
I turned on my heels and carefully made my way to the door. It wouldn’t help his fears if he saw me break my face on the concrete. The potion still had a grip on me after all. 
I’d been getting myself out of trouble since I was sixteen. I loved Alaric and his brothers, but I wouldn’t let his fears stand in my way.






  
  Chapter 4


The magic emanating from the bar brushed over my skin making the hairs on my arms stand on end. My gut screamed at me to stop. My mouth flooded with saliva, and I breathed through my nose to keep from throwing up. Fortunately, I knew it was the spell influencing me. It would pass. It compelled humans to stay away and kept the club hidden from the authorities. I might have some pretty kick ass powers of my own but when it came down to it the spell still saw me as human. 
Despite Alaric trying to keep me away from Nyx, I had found him. After I’d discovered how dangerous he was, it wasn’t hard to get some old enemies to give me his location. They wanted me dead, and everyone thought Nyx was a good way of achieving that. 
He ran a bar that was a kind of sanctuary for all supernatural creatures. Mostly wereanimals who were hunted mercilessly by their shapeshifter cousins. If he hadn’t been one of the bad ones, and responsible for my parents’ murders, I might have admired that. He didn’t care who you were or where you came from as long as you obeyed his rules. I’d heard the consequences for not obeying the rules were along the lines of a swift beheading. Or a slow burning torture depending on his mood.
I tried not to let doubts worm their way into my mind. Everyone I’d interrogated about Nyx had started shaking in their boots when I told them who I was going after. When vampires feared one of their kind... well, I’d never actually seen that before. It couldn’t be good.
I passed through the barrier, and the wave of nausea subsided but the cold feeling of dread remained. It took an incredible amount of power to hide a place like The Devil’s Trap. I rolled my shoulders, trying to unclench the muscles. It wasn’t necessarily a testament to his strength. A great witch could have done it, too.
The party was in full swing here. The bass of the heavy metal music pounded in my chest like a second heartbeat. The rotating and flashing lights were disorienting, highlighting the magical smoke that seemed to sparkle in the air. It had the spicy smell of incense, but I knew it had to be more from the way some of the tension involuntarily melted from my shoulders. The dance floor was packed with undulating bodies.
The dimly lit alcoves were occupied by couples who seemed to be making out. I knew better. Lips against a throat in here meant something—well, I guess not entirely different. It could be a sexual experience for the vampire and victim, and usually led to more. But it was all about the blood. I wondered if Nyx had any rules against killing the few humans who managed to stumble in here. It was dangerous business to get
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