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        April

      

      

      

      Sunsets should be beautiful.

      Watching the sky turn shades of reds, purples, and oranges while allowing yourself to finally take a deep breath and let the day wash over you should be something to look forward to. I hadn’t felt that since I was small enough to sit on my mother's lap when she enjoyed her cup of tea before putting me to bed. That never changed. Even today, as the bright orb slowly disappears on the horizon, I still don’t feel that peace.

      I feel dread instead.

      Immortality sucks.

      Being a monster sucks even more.

      “Your name is April.”

      Staring at my reflection in the mirror, I can clearly see my heart jackhammering against my ribcage, the fabric of my shirt fluttering with it. Wiping trembling hands on my thighs, gripping the denim at the seams, I almost convince myself.

      Almost.

      Who is this person staring back at me?

      Bile rises in my throat, and I swallow thickly, refusing to let it get to me. I will show no weakness. Reminding myself sternly, I jump out of my skin when I see in my reflection that my lips are peeled back and fangs as long as my pinky are displayed in a feral snarl.

      “Your name is April!” Squaring my shoulders, I push the words through clenched teeth, the sound of ripping fabric accompanying it. “God damn it.” Glaring at the shredded jeans thanks to the vicious claws that are my hands now, I blow a breath through pursed lips, deflating like a popped balloon. “Another pair of pants ruined.”

      Until a few days ago, I owned one pair of pants for as long as I can remember. Now, I’m going through them like there is no tomorrow because I have no control over my body. Fangs and claws pop out at random times, scaring the shit out of me. One day I’ll end up poking my eye out, not that it’ll matter. It’ll grow back again like I was never injured in the first place.

      My hand goes to my neck, tracing the smooth skin that used to be an appalling scar. Now it’s perfectly smooth, like it never existed. Even that they took from me—my reminder that I can survive anything the monsters throw my way.

      You are a monster, too. The stupid voice in my head never misses a chance to remind me of that.

      Clear skin stretches over my high cheekbones, dark eyebrows arching like they’ve been painted over my long, thick lashes. My dark brown eyes look almost black now, the pupil barely visible at their center. Seeing my lips look so cushiony and as naturally red as they are now surprises me. Staring at the ideal version of myself, I keep blinking, thinking it’ll go back to how I used to be. It doesn’t. I’m looking like the perfect predator, just like the rest of them. A devil with an angelic face.

      “What are you doing?”

      With a hiss that pebbles my skin, I jump a few feet further into the large bathroom, ending up in a crouch on all fours. Marcus is leaning his meaty shoulder on the doorframe, his arms folded across his chest as he watches me like I’ve lost my mind. To my horror, I hiss at him again, baring my fangs that are throbbing in my mouth. His eyes flash with a hunger that he hides behind an emotionless mask.

      Pushing off the tiles with great effort, I flare my nostrils in hopes to calm down. His scent fills my lungs, viral male mixed with the lust he is trying to hide. The monster in me pokes her head out, pushing against the rational part of my brain, wanting to get her hands on him and do hideous things. I will be dead before I let her do it.

      “I’m reminding myself that whatever this is”—Waving my clawed hand to indicate my person, I lift my chin up—”it’s only temporary.”

      My fingers twitch with the urge to slap him so hard it makes me shake. Then his dark eyebrow curls up in an arch. He can be an ass as much as he likes. Whatever happened when they tricked me, into becoming just like them didn’t exactly work in their favor. Well, not entirely, anyway.

      I might be an insatiable creature with a hunger that scares Sebastian enough to steer clear of me, but that’s only from sunset to sunrise. When the sun starts coming out, I’m back to my old self, minus the fangs and claws, but beggars can’t be choosers. As long as I’m human, I’ll take that and wing it.

      “Why are you here?” Watching him suspiciously, I don’t dare get any closer. I can feel the sun is more than halfway gone.

      “You’ll need to feed.” His words sound almost clinical, but my perception is very keen now, and I see the excitement in him at that idea.

      “I won’t feed on you.” Like hell to the no, but I don’t tell him that. I can barely hold control over myself now. I don’t want to think what will happen if my mouth is pressed on his skin.

      My mouth waters, images of tangled bodies, silky sheets, and the enticing smell of sex and blood slam my senses, rocking me on my heels. He needs to get the hell out of my sight. Like yesterday.

      “Sebastian is still too weak, so if you feed on him, you’ll kill him, little one.” Taking a step inside the luxurious bathroom that is now my life, his hand lifts slightly, as if he will try and shake some sense into my stubborn head.

      Tough chance that.

      “And I should care about that why exactly?” Inching further away from him, I keep the distance.

      “Everything he did was for the greater good, April. If you stop being so bullheaded, you’ll see that it’s true.” The disappointment in his gaze bothers me, but I remind myself that he is Sebastian’s friend, not mine.

      “Greater good for who, you asshole?” I’m more pissed off at myself for getting in this situation than I am at him but whatever. He can deal with it. “I was perfectly fine before you ruined my life!”

      “That was a life you had?” His beautiful face twists in anger, “Living like an animal in tunnels and sewers, feeding yourself from dumpsters, and sleeping with rats?”

      “Whose fault was that?” Before he can blink, I’m in his face, our noses almost touching. “Who made sure that I had to live like that, huh? Who took my family and my life from me?”

      “We gave you a chance to stop them and get revenge. You are barking up the wrong tree.” Pushing his chest to mine, he leaves no space between us. “You stood no chance if we didn’t find you. You would’ve been dead within a year if we hadn’t.”

      “It was not for you to make that choice for me.”

      I feel the sliding of the fangs in my gums, and I’m powerless to stop it. They extend, the sharp points nicking my lower lip and flipping the switch in my brain. April is pushed into a dark corner of my mind, curling up and closing her eyes so she doesn’t witness my deprived actions for the next twelve hours. I can’t blame her for that. Power surges through my veins, hunger roaring like an inferno in my belly. And blood smelling like an old wine is right under my flaring nostrils.

      Marcus locks his gaze with mine, and I can see fear flickering behind his dark eyes. My lips curl slowly at that, and my hands shoot out fast, gripping his shoulders when he tries to step away. When his Adam’s apple bobs up and down, his face is bathed in a red haze in my enhanced vision. With a wicked smile, I open my mouth and strike like a viper.

      “Andrei!”

      Marcus roars and my husky laugh as I gulp down his blood makes his skin pebble with goosebumps. Call for help little mouse, call for help. After that thought, all I know is the taste of his blood.
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      Blinking lazily, I move my stiff arms and legs to bring some sense into them, but it feels like needles are stabbing me all over my body. Light penetrates the crack under the closed door of the closet where I’m curled up in a ball. It’s how I find myself every dawn.

      Dread gnaws at my stomach while I inspect my body for any indication that the monster inside me had a lot more fun last night than I dare admit. To my relief, apart from my stiff arms and legs and sore back from being curled up too long in the corner of the closet, I don’t feel tender anywhere else. Disaster averted for one more night.

      Blowing a breath through pursed lips, uncurling from the thick cream carpet with a wince, I roll my neck. Twelve hours of daylight give me time to search for answers on how to get back to my old self. Not that it’s possible even if you try. That snide voice in my head reminds me of the futility of my dreams. Pushing it away, I inch closer to the solid wood door, pressing my ear on it. Even with heightened senses, the rest of my roommates, as I’d like to call them, can be very stealthy, like freaking cats padding around the penthouse on the carpeted floor. Not even the wooden parquet helps to hear them.

      Freaky as hell.

      Holding my breath, I strain to hear anything. Silence meets my eardrums, relaxing my muscles into a puddle. Limbs trembling, I press my forehead on the door and close my eyes, letting a prayer float through my mind. Please, God. Please let me find a way to get out of this nightmare I found myself in. I know I’m unworthy and have done many things in my life not to deserve your mercy. I will do better. I swear on my life. Please just help me. Tears prickle my closed eyelids, but I grind my teeth, pushing them away. I will not break down. Not now.

      With great effort, I push away from the warm wood under my palms, straightening my shoulders. I hide in this closet for some reason when the monster in me comes to life, but I’m not going to hide while she is asleep. I’ll fight her with everything in me or die trying. That’s the plan anyway, the only one I’ve got for now. The hanging clothing around me feels like a menacing witness to my internal declaration, their stillness like an accusing finger between my shoulder blades.

      The soft breeze of fresh air stirs the tiny hairs around my face when I soundlessly open the door. Sebastian’s bedroom is bathed in the warm glow of the morning sun through the parted drapes on the window, giving it a calm, inviting feel. I still hesitate at the open closet door. I can feel the presence tugging at the center of my chest without seeing it. Eyes darting around looking for shadows or silent predators lurking in corners, my fingers grip the doorframe, cracking the wood and plaster like styrofoam.

      “I won’t move from here. Come out April.” Sebastian’s deep accented voice causes tingles in my lower belly, making me clutch the doorframe harder.

      “Why are you here?”

      Hating that I sound breathless and timid, I bite my lips so hard the taste of blood coats my tongue. Giddiness flutters inside me at that, but I breathe through it. I guess my prayers were left unheard, again. The last person I want near me decided to invite himself into my space. Well, his space if I'm honest, but I claimed it after he turned me into this monster.

      “You can’t keep hiding while you are calm enough to talk, my redemption.” From the corner of my eye, I see him push off the bedroom door to my right. “Your transformation is not like the others. Not that I expected you to be like the rest of us.” A tired smile lifts just the corners of his full lips, tightening my stomach when I turn my head to look at him. “Be that as it may, we need to find a way to deal with it, together. I hate to see you suffer so.”

      “That’s fucking rich, Sebastian!” Anger moves my feet, taking me to the middle of the bedroom. “’I hate to see you suffer so.’” Mimicking his deep voice, I sneer the words in his face. “You did this to me, you monster! I’m a creature just like you because you wouldn’t leave me alone. And I fell for your schemes like a moron.” Humorless laughter bubbles up, sounding harsh to my own ears. “The stupid little girl thought she would save you. I deserve all the suffering I get, and then some.”

      Sebastian winces.

      Shaking my head at the pathetic idiot that I am, I turn my back on him, walking up to the window and yanking the drapes open. He hisses and pulls away, plastering his tall frame on the bedroom door. The only place in the room left in somewhat of the shadows. Steam curls up where his legs are covered in daylight, making me grin like a fiend at him over my shoulder.

      “My redemption, please. Hear me out. I’m not your enemy. You know this!” Slinking out of the room, he stands in the shadows of the hallway, his pleading words twisting my heart into a thick knot.

      “There is nothing you can say to fix this.” Looking away from him, I stare unseeing through the window at the city stretching in front of me. “All your words are like a slow killing poison. Sweet and tempting until they stopped my heart.” Pressing a hand at the center of my chest, the thumping of the organ under the pads of my fingers betrays my lie. “It just didn’t work out so well for you, did it? Your treachery bit you in the ass, so deal with it.”

      “I did what I had to do so we all survive this cruelty that was thrust upon us, and you know it.” I turn to look at him when, snapping at me, he leans forward, his arms trembling with his anger where he grips the walls. “You are just too stubborn to see it. No,”—Raking his eyes over me in disappointment, his lips curl up, displaying his descended fangs—“you refuse to see the truth. It’s time you stop feeling sorry for yourself and open those eyes wide enough to grasp the truth. We have all been fucked by life to be what we are today. You are aiming your anger at the wrong people. I gave you the tools to fight for what was taken from you, yet you want my head instead of theirs.” Pushing off the walls, he turns his back on me, stopping just for a moment. “Perhaps I have made a mistake. You are not strong enough to be our salvation.”

      With those words thrown over his shoulder like an anvil around my neck, he disappears into the dark apartment. My heart is beating so fast and hard I have no doubt the entire hotel full of monsters can hear it. Can he be right? Am I so pitiful, so stuck feeling sorry for myself, that I don’t see the forest from the trees?

      Pressing my cheek on the glass warmed by the sun, I let the tears trickle down my face. I wasn’t worthy of life when I was human. It looks like I’m not worthy of life as a monster, either.
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      “I think you are harsh on her,” Marcus says as he comes to sit across from me in the living room.

      “Hmmm…” That’s all the reply I’ve got.

      “She struggles to come to terms with the fact that her life is not what it was. I see it as clear as day, but you refuse to give her a break.” Undeterred, he keeps pushing, leaning his forearms on his knees.

      “We don’t have the luxury to let her deal with it.” With a tired sigh, I rub a hand over my face. “How long do you think it will take what’s left of the Council to storm this place? I can feel the tension in the air of this city. It won’t matter to them if she is ready or not.”

      “We can protect her until she is ready.” As stubborn as April, he frowns at me, making my hands clench so I don’t rip his head off his shoulders. “We were prepared for this. Isn’t that what we were doing for years?”

      “You are pressing your luck, my friend.”

      My softly spoken words have the desired effect when I tell him that he is pushing his luck. Calling him my friend is like a knife in his chest. He stiffens, his fingers curling so he can hide the tremble in them, and I can’t stop the cruel curl of my lips at that.

      “I just hate to see her suffer.” Deflating, he leans back on the chair.

      “It kills me with each moment, as well.” I don’t lie to him when I admit that it’s painful for me to see her like that, too. 

        “We found four humans around the building last night.” Changing the subject, Marcus straightens his shoulders. I’m grateful for it, the wariness pulling on my body like a stone tied to my feet.

      “I’m assuming you took care of it.” Not a question. He knows better than to allow the Council to get any information on what’s going on here. “Did you keep any of them alive so we can question them?”

      “I did.” Grimacing like he can smell the stench of something foul, he rubs the top of his head with his hand in frustration. “April got to him before I saw her coming.” Glancing at me through his lashes, he shakes his head, a small smile playing on his mouth. “She is glorious to watch when she is defending her nest, Sebastian. A vision to behold.”

      He calls her a vision to behold, like I haven’t been fighting the urge to go to her every night. Luckily for all of us, she doesn’t seem to remember anything when the morning comes. As stubborn as she is, she will either stake us all while we rest or she’ll do something stupid, like harm herself.

      “Keep that to yourself. I don’t need to remind you.” Power pushes from me through our connection, making sure he doesn’t dare utter a word to April. Marcus shivers and nods tightly at me.

      “Keep what to himself?” April speaks from the hallway, glaring at me with her hands propped on her hips. “More treachery and schemes? How very much like you, Sebastian.”

      Turning around, she storms back to my bedroom, slamming the door shut and making us both wince. We look at each other and sigh at the same time.

      “What a fucking disaster.” Marcus mumbles.

      “Disaster, indeed.” Leaning my head back on the chair, I close my eyes. “A clusterfuck as she likes to call it.”

      He chuckles, and my lips twitch, but there is no humor in the situation at all.
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        April

      

      

      

      They are hiding stuff from me again. My emotions are so heightened after that dreadful night when I saved that jerk Sebastian and died because of that stupidity that it’s hard to keep myself from breaking everything in the room. And that’s what I really want. To grab anything I can get my hands on and grind it into dust with my bare hands.

      Panting like a feral animal, I pace a line in front of the bed, wearing the carpet thin under my feet. My body feels warm, the temperature rising with each breath to a point I feel tears prickle my eyes from the pain. Pain? Wait, what?

      Startled by the voice in my head, I glance down, and a shriek echoes in the empty room when I see my feet looking an angry red with blisters popping out like in a cartoon. The door burst open, and the banging on the opposite wall is followed by a plume of smoke from a body that is blurry through my teary eyes. Whoever it is picks me up like a rag doll and bolts back out in the dark hallway with my hair flying around us from the speed, like a flag blowing in a windstorm.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?” Sebastian’s blurry face looms an inch from my nose, and my eyes cross when I try to focus on it. “April, speak.” Shaking me by the shoulders, he sounds frantic.

      “My feet…” my voice trails off.

      I push with both hands on his chest to move him away from me. His scent fills my nostrils, that expensive cologne he wears and the natural smell of his skin making me fight the urge to wrap my arms and legs around him and start tearing the shirt and pants he is wearing to shreds. An embarrassing squeak comes from me when he dumps me on my butt and lifts my feet to his face to look at him.

      “Stop manhandling me, asshole.” Shoving on his back, I push him down on his butt too, tangling his limbs with mine. “Damn it! I can’t even hurt in peace, away from you.”

      “Why are your feet blistered?” Ignoring my comments as usual when it doesn’t suit him, he glares at me.

      “If I knew I wouldn’t be shrieking, now would I?” Sitting up, I take one foot in my hands, lifting it closer to my face so I can look at it properly.

      “She must’ve been pacing on the carpet barefooted.” Marcus chirps from the end of the hallway with his arms folded across his chest, looking too amused for his own good.

      Sebastian and I both glare at him.

      “I’ve seen her do it before, but I’ve usually been there to distract her enough so she stops.” Lifting his hands palms up, he shrugs unapologetically when Sebastian growls at him like a feral dog. Speaking of which…

      “When will I see Mutt?” My best friend Denial has my back, again. She is great like that. If I don’t like the situation, I’ll just ignore it like it’s not happening. “You promised I’d have him back.”

      “You really want that dog around you before you learn to control your hunger?” Daring me to fight him on this, Marcus grins like an asshole when I pout.

      I know he is right, and the last thing I want to do is hurt the only one that accepted me for me without wanting me to change. My dog. Well, he is not mine, but he refused to leave my side and has stuck with me through thick and thin, so I claimed him. God help whoever tries to take him from me now. I’ll never admit to these monsters that they are right. A change of subject is needed.

      “I need to rip that carpet off the floor.” Since I have no control over my body, I’ll do the next best thing. I’ll change my surroundings. See? Smart.

      “It won’t fix the problem.” Sebastian, the killjoy, pushes off the floor and looms like an angry god above me. “You need to start learning to control your new body and emotions.”

      “Let me guess?” Blinking innocently, I fold my hands at my chest, looking adoringly at him. “You’ll take pity on this poor girl and teach her, right? Oh, wonderful master, please say you will spare your precious time and take me under your wing.”

      Marcus chokes, coughing to cover the laughter that he barked out before Sebastian turned his murderous glare at him.

      “This is unacceptable!” Looking down his nose at me, Sebastian straightens his shirt sleeves, a quirk I’m not sure he is aware of having. “Whether you like it or not, I made you, and you will do as you are told until you are in control of your actions.” When my eyebrows hit my hairline at the audacity he has, his face darkness with rage, sending an excited shiver up my spine. “I will have you obey!”

      “You’ll have me obey?” Tears run down my face from laughter. “How about you tell me this after sunset, huh?” Finally lifting myself off the floor, I square off with him, all humor leaving my face. “Instead of them hiding you like a little bitch, how about you face me then and tell me to obey.”

      “I do not hide from you, little girl.” Getting in my personal space, he cages me between the wall and his chest, his nose touching mine when he bends his head. “And to prove to you that I have let you be for your sanity, as well as mine, I will meet you after sunset…today.” One side of his full lips lift slightly at the corner. “Let us see if you will or won’t obey me then.”

      He storms off after those last words, leaving me with my shaking hands sliding down the wall until my butt hits the floor. My knees became too weak to hold me up, and I stare at the space where his broad shoulders disappeared a second ago.

      “Damn, April.” Marcus shakes his head, chuckling. “You asked for this.” When I snarl at him, he laughs. “Hey, this is all on you. I’m going to enjoy the show tonight.” He follows Sebastian, leaving me alone in the dark hallway.

      “You are an idiot, April.” Covering my face with my hands, I feel dread and excitement at the same time. Two deep voices chuckle from somewhere in the apartment at my muffled words. I groan, making them laugh out loud.

      The jerks heard me, obviously.
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      Twirling my fingers, playing with the rays of sunshine between them, I press my cheek to my curled-up knees. The honking of cars and the hum of voices that I usually associate with this city is missing. After the night I saved Sebastian from the Council, we have barricaded in the hotel. Crushed cars are piled up, one on top of another, creating a wall of metal around us. Guardians dressed all in black patrol the perimeter, always vigilant in case someone sneaks in. Humans replace the vampires during the daylight hours, armed to their teeth with guns, swords, and wooden stakes. Seeing them now prowling the streets doesn’t help my brewing torment. The sun usually helps. However, not even its warmth can calm down the thunderstorm of emotions inside me today. With each passing moment, I can feel the day coming closer to an end. It’s not confronting Sebastian that bothers me. It’s the anticipation I think that is bringing me to dread the coming night. I have no control over the monster I turn into, and that’s a big problem.

      She has set her sights on Sebastian, like a cat ready to pounce on a mouse.

      Only we are not talking about a mouse here, are we? It’s a hungry predator gearing up to meet me head to head. No amount of hyping myself up or pep talk can calm my nerves. Just like with everything else in my life, I brought this one on my head out of sheer stubbornness. With a sigh, I unfold my body from the windowsill where I’ve been sitting for over an hour. The height doesn’t bother me anymore. Go figure. Maybe the fact that I can’t die now if I go splat on the asphalt from eleven stories high has something to do with it.

      “Suck it up, April.” Closing the window, I search for my shoes.

      The colors are more vibrant now, my eyesight clearly seeing the microscopic flecks of dust dancing in the air like tiny little fairies. Even the small dents and dips on the polished wooden furniture pieces are visible when I glance around the room. It was making me dizzy the first couple of days until I got used to it. Like a crazy person, my eyes were darting around, trying to catch every movement around me until a splitting headache forced me to close them, tears streaking my cheeks. But that was then, and this is now. Whatever this is supposed to be.

      “Life of a monster,” I mumble while crawling on my hands and knees to look under the king-size, four-poster bed.

      Laughing humorlessly, I snatch the flats from under the bed and stuff my feet in them none too gently. Irritation is making me irrational, so I need to get out of this place to clear my head. Everywhere I turn in this damn apartment, I’m reminded of him. I can even smell him in the air, no matter where I try to hide.

      Lifting my chin up, I stride through the hallway and head straight for the front door. Passing through the living room makes my heart jump and beat frenetically in my throat like a frightened bird. It shouldn’t have bothered me because the room is silent and empty as a tomb. The chandelier reflects the light of the candles that have been lit and placed strategically on every flat surface.

      An orange glow bathes the expensive furnishings, giving everything a dream-like appearance. My feet move reluctantly towards the middle of the room. The sofas, coffee table, and side tables have been pushed to the walls, leaving the center clear of everything. Red, thick pillar candles stand in four corners, reaching my knees, their flames dancing and crackling like they are straining to touch the high ceiling. The silver champagne cooler sits inconspicuously on the floor with two flute glasses next to it. My belly tightens at the implications of what this set up means.

      I almost jump out of my skin when movement catches my attention. Leaning on the doorframe to the guest room he is using, Sebastian rakes his gaze over me. I can feel it like phantom fingers gliding over my skin, even through the clothes that cover me. When I get control over my reaction to him, I notice the slight rosy glow on his handsome face telling me he has fed recently.

      Jealousy rears its ugly head inside me, causing my body to quake in rage. Whirling around, I bolt out of the penthouse like the devil himself is right on my heels. Passing the elevator doors, I yank the entrance to the stairs open and race down so fast I’m practically flying out of the ground floor into the lobby in a blink of an eye. Colliding with a body, both of us topple over, hitting a few tables and chairs on our way down. I’m vibrating in anger, more at myself than Sebastian, while I stare at the high-vaulted ceiling after I end up sprawled on my back. The painted pictures above me that I usually find beautiful piss me off right now.

      “April?” Andrei’s musical voice is like nails in my brain at the moment. “Are you okay, bella? What’s the matter?” His concerned face pops up in my line of sight, hiding the pretty colors.

      “Get away from me.” Lashing out, I push him away, sending him flying into the wall next to the stairs. “Don’t you ever touch me again.”

      Plaster and wallpaper rains down on him when he lifts up on all fours, shaking his head to clear it. Very slowly, those blue eyes lift to mine, sending fear pinging in my chest. Usually calm, and always ready to smile, Andrei doesn’t look like himself when his muscles bunch around his broad shoulders, coiled up to pounce in a split second if needed. Snarling, his fangs lengthen before my eyes, and to my horror, mine match it.

      “Who are you running away from?” Cocking his head in an animalistic way, he is unnaturally still. His long fingers are splayed wide, holding his weight when he leans slightly forward, sweeping the lobby with his gaze. “Who got in the building?”

      “No one.” Embarrassment burns my cheeks when I realize he is worried more about my safety than my crappy attitude towards him. Pushing off the floor, I sit cross-legged on the tiles. “I needed to clear my head. That apartment is driving me insane.”

      “Sebastian.” Dropping down on his butt, Andrei tousles his hair, sending dust and plaster over his shoulders, and his black t-shirt stretching over his chest. “I should’ve known you’ll only run like that from him.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Affronted, I glare at him.

      The jerk grins.

      “Nothing, bella.” When my eyes narrow at him, he chuckles. “No one but him can ruffle your feathers like this. I should’ve known.”

      After searching his face for long moments, I puff out a breath. “He wants to teach me control tonight.” Looking everywhere but at him, I still watch him from the corner of my eye.

      Whistling low, Andrei shakes his head. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I’ll go talk to him about it. You need a bit more time.”

      “Time for what? To be a better monster?” When he glowers at me, I lift my chin up, sneering. “I’ll never be like the rest of you. Not now, not in a thousand years.”

      The silence stretches between us, and I do my best to ignore his acute stare. What feels like an eternity passes before his lips start pulling up at the corners knowingly. I want to grab the splinters from the broken chairs that are scattered around me and stab him in the eye with one of them. Like reading my mind, he throws his head back and laughs, a deep belly laugh that makes me want to scream and punch something.

      “No, bella. You’ll never be like the rest of us.”

      Lifting himself up, he dusts his shoulders and pants before walking to the elevator doors. I stare at his back until the doors open, and he steps inside, facing me. Our eyes lock, and the intent focus I see on his face makes me want to run again and hide. Before I can do precisely that, he speaks.

      “You were never meant to be like the rest of us, April. As a matter of fact, we were all hoping you wouldn’t be.” He winks at me with a cocky smile before the doors slide closed, hiding him from my ire.

      With a scream, I pound my fists on the tiled floor in outrage.
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      “April seemed upset.” Andrei’s words proceed him through the door.

      “That’s an understatement if I’ve ever heard one.” Not looking away from my task, I continue moving things around the living room.

      “I can see why…” drawling, he comes to stand next to me. “Is this really necessary?” After looking around the room, his gaze settles on my face.

      “I wouldn’t waste my time if I thought otherwise.” Dismissing his meddling, I pick up one candle to move it further away from the cleared-out center.

      “I keep telling him he needs to get his strength back before facing her on his own.” Marcus strides in, stopping next to us. “The woman is unpredictable.” At my glare, he shrugs a shoulder, unconcerned that he is within striking distance. “I barely got out with my head intact last night, thanks to Andrei.” Nodding at Andrei in gratitude, he looks at me unflinching. “You do what you want, I simply think I needed to warn you.”

      “What news do you have?” If I don’t change the subject, I might strangle them both. “Or are both of you here to share your opinion on my life choices?”

      “The Guardians found three humans trying to infiltrate our nest.” With a frustrated sigh, Andrei walks up to one of the sofas, throwing himself on it. “The Council either thinks we are idiots or fledglings.”

      “I doubt they think we are idiots or fledglings, as you say. It’s more along the line of the fact that we are too preoccupied with a certain new vampire that we won’t pay as close attention to a few mortals.” I point out the obvious. “The Council knows better than to underestimate us after they lost two of their own.”

      “Let’s hope that’s the case.” Marcus sounds doubtful. “I sent two of my own humans in hopes to get a message across to our inside help. I haven’t heard from them yet, but I should be getting word any day now.”

      Finally satisfied with everything being out of reach so April can’t use it against me, I walk up to the corner bar, pulling out the whiskey and three glasses. The tension in the room is palpable, setting my nerves on edge. Apart from the few inutile humans, the old bastards have been quiet. Too quiet for my liking.

      “We cannot take action until April is ready.” Handing a glass to Marcus that has followed behind me, I fill up the second one. “With the rate we are going, she won’t be ready for a decade.”

      “If we lose you, everything else is pointless, my friend.” Snatching the second glass from my fingers as soon as the two ice cubes dip in the liquor, he walks away, passing it to Andrei. “If April takes you out of the count and cuts off our head, the rest of us are debilitated.”

      Staring at the amber liquid in my glass, I watch the ice cubes float futilely. Marcus has a point, of course, but I will not admit weakness. Not even to the two of them.

      “I will handle her.” Saying I will handle April makes hunger roar in my ears at the words. I want nothing else but to control her ever since I carried her in my arms. Turning to look at them, I lean back on the bar.

      “You will?” The raised eyebrow, along with the incredulous look on Andrei’s face, make me grind my teeth.

      “Don’t you have something productive to do?” I scowl at him over the rim of my glass.

      “All I’m saying is, I’ve never seen anything like it.” He shakes his head, looking at Marcus for confirmation. “She was turned not even a full week ago, and still I barely managed to get her off Marcus. I’m ashamed to admit I got out of here so fast, the heels of my boots were hitting my ass on the way out.”

      “I refuse to keep hiding like a coward.”

      “After everything, I dare say you don’t need to worry that anyone will accuse you of cowardice, Sire,” Andrei drawls right before he stiffens. “We have company.”

      I stay leaning on the bar, sipping the tasteless drink, but my insides are burning with anger. Both males slink stealthily near the front door, their feet silent on the wooden parquet. I can hear the anxious breathing of whoever is on the other side, the air whizzing slightly through their nostrils.

      A human then.

      Marcus positions himself at the wall where the open door will hide his presence, his body coiled up to rip whoever it is apart. When an unexpected guest shows up at your door without notice of a dozen predators throughout a building, it makes even one of us too wary to simply yank a door open. Alias, this human seen alone.

      How peculiar.

      Andrei relaxes his body, his demeanor almost bored when he pulls the door open, facing our guest. An unremarkable man wrings his hands, staring wide-eyed while sweat drips down his hairline, perfuming the air with his stench.

      “Last time I checked, I didn’t order food.” My softly spoken words spook the human and he staggers, his too-wide, bloodshot eyes jerking to me over Andrei’s shoulder.

      “Ma…mar…” stuttering, he almost swallows his tongue when I near the entrance of my personal nest. “Marcus…” Nervously swiping a hand to clear out the beaded sweat on his upper lip, he drops on his knees.

      I lift an eyebrow at Marcus.

      “How did you manage to get here without anyone to announce you?” The human keeps shaking, prostrating himself at the door.

      “He is one of ours.” Marcus comes from behind the door, his glower wasted on the human.

      With his face pressed on the carpeted hallway, the shivering man pretends to be an emu, burying his head in the sand. How they have survived this long is beyond me.

      “Sir, I have news.” After the fifth try, the human tells the carpet his message. Lucky for our enhanced hearing or it would’ve been wasted words.

      “How did you get here without being seen.” The note of danger is not lost on the man. Not that stupid, I guess.

      “There was no one on my way here, sir…Master…” he rambles titles that make no sense whatsoever.

      “This is what we have fallen down to?” Frowning at Marcus, I make sure he knows my displeasure at the display. “We rely on this to keep us updated on the Council?”

      “I will check what is going on.” Without waiting on approval, Andrei disappears from the spot he was occupying.

      “What news?” Grinding his teeth, Marcus quivers in rage. “And stand up before I maim you, vermin.”

      “One of the Council…the Amazonian woman…she is driving on streets around the hotel.” It takes the human a few tries before he lifts himself up, sitting on his haunches. “She is not coming too close, but she makes sure we can see her. There was no one around, so I came here to tell someone.” A vein is pulsing on his neck like a frightened bird pulling my gaze. “I thought they somehow breached the perimeter when I found the hotel empty and quiet. I ran up the stairs, hoping you were safe.”

      “How very noble of you.” Addressing him dryly, I press the bridge of my nose with my thumb and forefinger. “I wonder what Eshe wants.”

      “An alliance?” Snickering, Marcus hauls the human up by the neck of his shirt. “I’m more interested in where everyone else is, if what he says is true.”

      “Oh, it’s true.” Andrei appears at the end of the hallway, coming from the stairway. “The building is as empty as a tomb.”

      “It is?” The glass I’m still holding cracks under my fingers.

      “They are all in the building.” Pushing past the human he stands in front of me. “Sire.” Adding it as an afterthought, he grins. “April is prowling the place. And she was pissed when I left her.” Andrei looks pointedly at the atmosphere I created in the apartment. Marcus barks out a laugh, and my lips twitch, unbidden. “I can’t blame them for staying out of her sight.”

      “No.” Shaking my head, I chuckle. I’ll use all the advantage I can get tonight, and keeping her unnerved is the best way forward if I am to succeed. “I suppose we cannot.”
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      Stalking the hotel like a ghost trapped in the building, I try to calm myself down. My fingers trail on the carved railing of the rounded staircase leading to the reception area, I think. The space is wide, pretty round tables with white covers tied in bows in several places, positioned on one side. The long table opposite them tells me it’s set up for a wedding or something like that. Tall, blown glass vases filled to bursting with large red lilies are scattered on tabletops, breaking the monographic feel of the room.

      Stretching my toes, pointing them at each stair, I descend slowly, enjoying the quiet here. It’s too loud in my own head lately without that jerk Sebastian adding to my misery. At least the rest of them run and hide like cockroaches I used to see in the sewers I called home. A smile stretches my lips as I remember monsters hiding from little ol’ me. It amuses me to no end how the tables have turned, even when I hate myself for what I’ve become.

      Reaching the bottom step, I leave the vast room behind, following twisting hallways and idly watching the antiqued furnishings, beautiful paintings, and decorative scones nailed on the sides of the walls. The fact that I enjoy my surroundings more because of my new sight is not lost on me. I just choose to hang out with my friend Denial, as usual. When my feet take me to the center of the building, I slow down to a snail’s pace, drinking it in.

      The area opens in a circular room, tall windows with golden drapes like portals to other worlds surrounding it in a semicircle. Sunlight bathes everything in a warm glow through the white, gauzy curtains under the golden drapes, leaving it empty of movement and breathing, unlike the rest of the hotel. I can’t see the roaches hiding but I sure as hell can hear them. Only, not here. This space is clear of the tainted occupants.

      A rounded, raised platform with a low, white railing around it sits in the center under arched moldings, like a masterpiece displayed in a museum. In the middle of it, a long black piano waits, the little, rectangular-embroidered chair the only company it keeps. My feet climb the two small steps up, pulling me in like a siren song.

      This whole place is like living in a dream. Never in my wildest imagination have I dared to think of a place so beautiful. A frozen jewel in time, in the middle of monster invested LA. Yet, here I am. My feet touching marble and expensive rugs, my hands trailing over carvings that have withstood time, just like I will after a century, or two.

      “We have a lot in common, you and I.” Walking around it, caressing the smooth cover of the piano, I address the building. “We will both be forever frozen just like we are today.”

      It doesn’t answer me. I mean, of course it doesn’t. But I pretend that she can hear me. Deciding the hotel is a girl, I keep talking.

      “Even with monsters infesting your core, you still look beautiful, regal, and calm.” Lowering myself on the small, embroidered chair, I fold my arms over the keys of the piano, sending a menacing sound echoing through the space. Pressing my cheek over my forearms, I close my eyes. “Maybe I can be just like you. Beautiful, even with the monster inside me.”

      The hotel stays quiet, a witness to my insanity, and a smile hurts my cheeks. I can stay here forever, eternally asleep like the sleeping beauty from the bedtime story my mother read to me as a child. Wariness weighs my body down, the daylight pushing as hard as it can to drag me down to sleep. I fight it, just like every day since I became a monster. It’s the only time I feel human and I’ll be damned if I miss a second of it.

      A gentle rustling of air stiffens my shoulders. My whole body goes rigid with the imperceptible brush of a shoe on the soft rugs. Keeping my eyes closed, I hone in on the sound, the exact spot whoever it is that is occupying it popping clearly in my mind’s eye.

      And then I smell him.

      That expensive cologne that makes my thighs clench and my lower belly flutter, mixed with the natural musk of his skin. My fingers dig holes in the beautiful piano, holding me still when everything in me wants to fly in his arms. I will stake my own heart before I do that. With a dull wooden stake, at that.

      “Come closer, why don’t ya?” murmuring with a wicked grin, I stay with closed eyelids, stalling the temptation of his handsome face.

      “April.” My name is like a caress, his voice soft and dark, like an immortal sin. “Come, my redemption.”

      “Actually, I think I’m going to stay right here.” Breathing through my mouth so I don’t succumb to my urges, I grip the piano tighter. “It’s nice and warm.”

      “We have a problem. I need you up with the rest of us.”

      “See”—Finally lifting up, I face the jerk, and my stomach flip flops when those dark eyes lock on mine, but I turn that to anger—“that’s where you are wrong,” snapping at him, I bare my fangs. “You. You, Sebastian, have a problem. Me? I only have an insisting pest that won’t leave me alone.”

      “The Council is out of hiding, it seems.” He narrows his gaze, pulling on his shirt sleeve, an amazing telltale sign that he is upset.

      Good! I hope he is as livid as I am.

      “How uneventful.” Crossing my trembling hands across my chest, I glare at him. “You didn’t think they’d hide forever, did you?”

      “You have no control over yourself, yet.” Snarling, he takes a step towards me, thinks better of it, then straightens up. “I was daring to hope we’d have more time.”

      “Hope is a bitch.” At his incredulous look, I laugh in his face. “Hope and Faith are both bitches. Cruel ones at that. I could’ve told you that from day one. All you had to do was ask.”

      “Get over here, April.” Growling the words through clenched teeth, his shoulders bunch up, stretching the fabric of his expensive shirt.

      Damn snob.

      “No.” Sitting my butt on the piano keys, I send an ominous sound around us.

      “Now, April. Or you will regret your stubbornness.” The points of his fangs poke under his upper lip and a cruel, humorless smile sends a shiver of fear down my spine.

      I’m nothing if not a mule.

      “Make me.” Lifting my chin up, I stare down my nose at him.

      It happens so fast. In my idiocy, I believed he can’t stand a second of sunlight on him. But Sebastian is not your typical vampire. Oh, no. I’m not that lucky to end up with one of those suckers. As per usual, I get stuck with the asshole of them all, as old as Earth itself, to boss me around.

      One moment, I’m glaring at the jerk Sebastian. The next, the room tilts and blurs around me, my world turning upside down when I’m thrown over a meaty shoulder. My hair sways on the back of his muscular thighs and my ass is lifted in the air. A beefy arm wraps around my legs, pressing them to a firm chest as I’m carried through the hallways like an animal ready to be slaughtered. Pounding my fists on his kidneys I make Sebastian stumble, and growl like a feral animal.

      “Put me down you jerk!” Screeching like a banshee, I keep hitting him with my fists. “I will rip your throat out!”

      Jostling me up, he makes my head spin for a second. “I’m going to spank your ass until you beg for mercy for this one, April.” My heart lodges in my throat, and to my embarrassment, wetness sleeks my thighs. “And you will beg.” Chuckling, he sniffs the air and his feet falter for a step. “Oh, how you will beg.”

      Like a pathetic idiot, I stop fighting him, my whimper making him chuckle.

      Well, fuck.
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      To my horror, as soon as Sebastian crosses the threshold of the penthouse, with Andrei holding the door open for him, his large palm connects with my ass and a loud smack splits the air. My upper body jerks up, lifting me ramrod straight in his arms, and I see Andrei gaping at me, his blue eyes wide.

      “You didn’t!” Outraged at his audacity, I do the one thing I’m sure freaks him out.

      I bite him.

      Sinking my fangs in the only area reachable, where I don’t need to twist like a pretzel, I bite his thigh, making him stumble and drop on his knees. Jittery with the excitement that always follows the taste of blood, I lock my jaw firmer around the muscle, hating the fabric of his pants for getting in my way. The groan rumbling through him and vibrating my chest is not the sound I expected. At all.

      “Out!” The words are dark and dangerous, sending apprehension straight to my heart.

      What the hell were you thinking? That stupid voice in my head screams a bit too late, as usual. Hindsight and all that.

      The soft click of the front door closing and the deathly silence surrounding us makes my heart skip a beat before jackhammering against my ribcage. Sebastian stays on his knees, his fingers tightening around my leg. His breathing is harsh, so unlike his furtive self that I got accustomed to. It brings dread like icy fingers crawling up my spine.

      You are not a scared little human, April. You are a monster, too. For once, the voice says something useful, and even at the right time.

      Gathering the anger around me like a cloak, I yank my fangs from his thigh, ripping fabric and muscle along with it. The snarl he sends my way only fuels my crazed state. Taking advantage of his distraction, I flip my legs over his head, gripping his lower back for leverage. Landing just a hairsbreadth away from the closed front door, I crouch, hissing like a pissed off cat. I’m going to scratch his eyes out, too, if he comes any nearer.

      He turns around slowly, ignoring the blood gushing from the back of his leg. Power pours out of him in waves, pressing on my chest like a tank. I glance down for a split second, making sure my ribs won’t crack open by the strength he blasts my way. Everything in me wants to submit, to obey and beg forgiveness.

      Everything but the survivor in me.

      That tiny piece of my soul that keeps refusing to accept the fact I’m a monster struggles and fights to be heard. And I grasp it with both hands, holding for dear life. Grinding my teeth, my fangs biting in my lower lip and sending small rivulets of blood down my chin, I square off with Sebastian. Our eyes are locked, his intent gaze daring me to keep on fighting him. That’s one thing I’m willing to obey.

      Striking like a viper, he pins me on the door, the doorknob stabbing in my lower back and pushing me closer to his chest. His kissable lips are lifted at the corners, sending a thrill through me. His face is so close I can feel his breath on my face, and it raises goosebumps over my arms and legs. His pupils are blown, overtaking the dark color of his eyes, the long, thick lashes framing the black holes while they try to suck me in.

      “Get the fuck off me.” My words are breathless, and I hate it.

      “Or what, April?” His lips graze mine when he speaks. “You will bite me again?” Cocking his head, one eyebrow lifts in an arch, mocking me. “Go ahead, my redemption. I freely give you the sustenance you need.”

      When I hesitate, he chuckles darkly, my whole body quivering from the sound. “Go on,” he dares me. “Take what you need.”

      “No.” My rebuttal is faint, stretching his smirk.

      “Oh, but you will, little one. I can feel your hunger.” A knowing look enters his gaze, tightening my belly. “You cannot fight it for much longer.”

      I gape, stunned when he tilts his head, baring the column of his neck to my throbbing fangs. My mouth waters, the scent of blood now dripping sluggishly down his thigh, mingling with his cologne and his natural scent and pushing my insanity to a point of no return. My back arches on its own accord, bowing me away from the door and pressing my heavy breasts to his firm chest. The pressure entices a low moan, which is answered by the tightening of Sebastian’s hands on my hips.

      The taste of his blood is still on my tongue, and I remember the taste of his mouth when he devoured a piece of me with his kiss. Unable to control my reaction to his nearness, I jerk forward, trying to capture his lips. He pulls back, making me chase his mouth in my desperation to feel him connected to me in any way. Chuckling, he looks down at me, his hunger matching my own.

      “So impatient.” He glides the tip of his aquiline nose over mine, down over my lips, and back up.

      I feel my claws sinking in his skin, parting the coiled flesh like butter. My hands get slick when warm blood covers them. If immortals can die in any way, I have no doubt that this is it. The asshole is a master of torture and I hate him for it. As if reading my mind, he crushes his mouth on mine, forcing his tongue past my lips.

      Madness overrides rational thought, and I match him, bite for bite and snarl for snarl, clawing at his back and shoulders, sending tatters of his shirt fluttering on the floor. He is not close enough. Even as he is pressed so tight my lungs can barely expand to suck in the much-needed oxygen, he doesn’t seem close enough. Sinking my claws in his hair, I force his mouth as open as I can without breaking his jaw. He doesn’t seem to mind, grabbing my ass cheeks in both his hands and ramming my back on the door that cracks under the power of the impact.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, panic pings my chest that Sebastian is tasting my blood through my lips. Fear, the useless bitch, tries to bring me to reality, sounding alarms in my head that he is about to die. Just because I’m a monster, my O negative blood didn’t magically disappear now, did it? All that goes down the gutter when his thick, hard erection settles at my core, pressing the seam of my jeans between my slick folds. The insanity comes back doubled, ripping sounds from my lips that I never thought possible from a human. Vampire…whatever.

      I sound raw, feral, animalistic, and unequivocally not human.

      Sebastian sounds the same. If I had a brain, I would’ve been running away from him, screaming. Instead, I need him more than I need my next breath. I bite his lower lip hard, filling my mouth with his blood in anger. I feel like I’m losing myself, and I blame him for it. My hand snakes between us, tugging on his belt. The leather snaps, the metal buckle clinking on the wooden parquet. Pushing my fingers in the waistband of his pants, my fingertips brush against his hard, throbbing flesh.

      The loud rapping on the door makes both of us jump away from it as if burnt. Crouched and panting, we glance at each other before focusing on the cracked wood standing between us and whoever it is that doesn’t value their life.

      “It’s Eshe,” A husky, accented voice speaks, loud and clear. “Open the door!”
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      April disappears in the apartment, giving me a wide berth. Tremors rake my bones, the tenacious craving for her driving me berserk, while Eshe impatiently raps at the door. The situation is so bizarre that I want to laugh.

      Rubbing a hand over my face, I glance down my body. My pants gape open at the waistband, my cock straining the fabric like a tent. My once-immaculate shirt hangs in strips over my shoulders and red gashes from claws are in various stages of healing over my arms and chest. By the damp feeling I have, my back is not fairing any better, and my thigh still throbs with a dull ache from April’s fangs.

      A grin stretches my lips.

      Unconcerned about my disheveled state, I yank the door open none too gently. If I expected shock or a remark about my state of undress, I didn’t get any. With just a slight arch of an eyebrow, Eshe shoulders her way in, entering the apartment without waiting on an invitation. I guess we are past formalities after trying to kill each other. Who would’ve thought?

      “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” Turning to face me, she looks pointedly at my erection. “But I don’t have much time.”

      “How are you even here?” With my hands on my hips, I scan her for burns. I see nothing.

      “When there is a will, there is a way.” Dismissing my comment with a wave of her hand, she narrows her eyes on me. “You are not the only one with tricks up his sleeve that prepared for this mess we find ourselves in.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Don’t play coy with me Sebastian. It doesn’t become you.” Stalking closer, I can feel her probing my mind to bend me to her will. Strengthening the walls I’ve built and pushing her out of my head, I smirk at the surprise on her face. “I almost believed you a fool. When you invited Khan here to see the girl, I was so disappointed.”

      Remembering too well the disappointment in her dark eyes the night when the Council summoned me like a child, I watch her, tilting my head. For the life of me, I can’t figure out her game. The rest of them have always been clear with their pettiness and treachery. But not her. Always the one staying quiet, Eshe is the observer of the bunch of old idiots.

      “I’m sure you didn’t come here in the middle of the day, risking being beheaded, to give me a compliment.” At her snarl, my smirk grows. “My patience is nonexistent the last few days. Speak your peace before I tire of hearing your words.”

      “Cockiness is what got us all to this stage, fledgling.” In a blink of an eye, she gets in my face. The whites of her eyes almost glow on her ebony face, thick red lips are lifted in a warning snarl. “I thought you smarter than that. Do not start proving me wrong now. I would hate that I have wasted my time.”

      “Step away from him.” April’s soft voice makes both Eshe and me turn slowly in the direction of her voice. “Now, bitch.”

      “So territorial.” With a proud smile and gleaming white teeth, Eshe forgets all about me. I bristle at her dismissal. “I knew what you were before I even saw your face.” Cautiously, she approaches April. “I waited for millennia, but dared not to hope. Yet, here you are. At last. I can feel your power struggling to break free.” Turning to glare over her shoulder at me, her bare breasts sway with the movement, making April bite her lips to hide a smile. “What have you done to her?”

      “Unless we are talking about setting me up to die, he has done nothing.” April brings Eshe’s attention back to herself. “You, on the other hand, have been hunting me all my life. You have bigger balls than the man on your stupid Council for coming here, I’ll give you that.”

      “What do you want, Eshe?” Coming a full circle, I ask the question again.

      “Two of your humans were discovered and ripped limb from limb last night.” Squaring her shoulders, she looks down her nose at me. “Khan is in a foul mood, you see.” Chuckling gleefully, she shakes her head, sending her braids swinging around her shoulders. “I never thought I’d see the day, but you will never know how grateful I am.”

      “Okay.” Dragging the word, April leans forward on the balls of her feet. “And we get to the point in three, two…” She only mouths one, throwing both hands at Eshe like some witch casting a spell. “No?” Blinking innocently at the scowl on Eshe’s face, April sighs. “Nothing?”

      “Don’t mock me child, you are not strong enough to fight me right now no matter who you are.” At the uncertain glance that April sends my way, Eshe laughs. “Oh, I know exactly who you are. What I don’t know is how are you not whole? We don’t have time to search for answers.” Turning to me, she finally tells us why she is here. “The Council is assembling in three days’ time. They regrouped a lot sooner than I thought.”

      “You are talking like you’re not one of them. You think we are stupid or something?” Inching towards me, April positions herself between Eshe and the door. “You are not leaving this building alive. I hope you knew that coming in.”

      “So young.” The soft smile on Eshe’s face shocks me into silence. “So naïve.” Moving closer to April, she stops within arm’s reach. “I came to warn you. The Council is having a ball to celebrate your death in three days. My mistress made me give a blood oath to not defend her on the day she lost her life. She made me promise to join the Council and be patient. She swore that we would reunite again when the time was right.”

      April and I watch silent as tears trickle down Eshe’s face, her hand lifting towards April’s face with shaking fingers.

      “I couldn’t stay silent and watch history repeat itself. I would meet the sun if I sat and let them hurt you again. You kept your vow, you came back.” Cupping April’s cheek, she leans in and presses a kiss on her forehead. “I never stopped serving you. Stay safe, watch your back among your own, and I will await you in the Council Towers three days from now. Your murderers will pay, and I will bathe in their blood.”

      One second, she was gazing adoringly ay April, the next only a breeze is left in Eshe’s wake. April and I look at each other, the shock evident on both of our faces. Apprehension like ghostly fingers chills my skin and I snatch April, pulling her to my chest.

      “What the fuck was that?” She doesn’t push me away, which tells me she is as shaken as I am.

      Marcus and Andrei watch us from the open front door. For the first time, I don’t know how long they’ve been standing there, but judging by the solemn look on their faces and their clenched fists, I’ll venture and say long enough.

      “Call everyone in. No one goes in or out of the building the next three days. We have a mole in our midst.”

      Turning to see who I’m speaking to over her shoulder, April tightens her fingers on my waist. “When you find them, bring them to me.”
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      “I don’t trust her.” Moving away from Sebastian, I go to close the door.

      What I don’t say out loud is that I don’t trust any of them really. Lying and treachery is a trait of them all. Apparently living forever is not enough, so they go at each other’s throats like snakes.

      “Hmm...” Humming under his breath, Sebastian walks up to the bar in the corner, pouring that stupid drink he keeps sipping even when he says he can’t taste it.

      Silly me, I actually try it to see if he is telling the truth. It burns going down, leaving me sputtering and hacking my lungs out while tears trickle down my face. That’ll teach me to listen to him and his sad stories.

      “I think they sent her just to mess with my head.” I’m not going to drop the subject, not even if he hums until next Sunday.

      “I don’t see what she has to gain by coming here to lie to us.”

      Watching me over the rim of the glass, he moves to place his free hand in the pocket of his pants. He looks like a shipwreck victim with his shirt hanging in strips over his broad shoulders and chest, and one leg of his pants ripped at the side. Fire burns in my face from the embarrassment of how deprived I acted before Eshe put a stop to my insanity. A knowing glint appears in Sebastian’s gaze.

      “I don’t know what any of you have to gain with your manipulations and lies, yet here we are, Sire.” Sneering that last word, I want to pat myself on the back when a muscle jumps in his jaw.

      He doesn’t take the bait.

      “She had a point about your powers being blocked.” I blink at him stupidly, and it takes me a moment to get on track with the switch of the subject.

      “The only thing being blocked is my mind after sunset.” Clenching my hands, I glare at him. “And I have every intention of figuring out how to fix that.”

      “My blood should’ve been enough for a full transformation without a problem.” He is looking at me without seeing me, his gaze going unfocused while the gears turn in that head of his. “I must’ve missed something in my research, some lost scroll or text…”

      “Hello!” Waving a hand to get his attention, I do my best not to walk up to him and slap his handsome face. “Mole. Here to kill me, remember?”

      “I can barely keep up with you, April.” Dismissing my worry, he actually rolls his eyes at me. “I should feel sorry for whoever the fool is that will try to harm you in any way.”

      “I feel so safe when you put it like that, asshole.” Matching his narrowed look, I let that simmering anger come to the surface. “So, what you’re saying is, if what Eshe said was true, I should just let whoever it is attack me and hope for the best? Why did you send Marcus and Andrei to look then? You keeping them busy in case they are bored, or what?”

      “We were very closed off on who we allowed in our inner circle before you were found. Everyone was tested and proven loyal from ours. The humans are bound by blood and can’t go against our wishes even if they try.” Acting put out for having to explain himself, he scowls down his nose at me. “After your transformation, they started flocking here when the word spread of what you did in the Council Towers. Again, only immortals and humans joined our forces, while the Council fled like cowards. I’m not worried about any of them being able to hurt you.”

      I stay quiet, my mind working on trying to read through what he didn’t say in his little speech. If I learned one thing about Sebastian, that is that he twists the words, speaking a lot but saying nothing that he doesn’t want you to know. Riddles. It’s all games and wordplay with him, keeping me on my toes.

      “Okay, so vampires and humans can’t hurt me.” As ridiculous as it is, I feel giddy knowing that little fact. “So, what? You think they’ll use animals?” The idea of monster animals chasing me through the hotel with fangs as long as a mammoth’s and the speed and strength of a dinosaur makes me want to puke. “Oh, my God! You think they got to Mutt? Where is he? I need to see him now!”

      “Calm down…”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down!” Screeching at him, I want to kill something. “Where is my dog?”

      “The creature is in the building and it’s safe. Marcus is looking after it until we figure out how to get you under control.”

      “The only time I’m not in control is when you are around. Maybe we should remove you and I’ll be fine.”

      The asshole laughs.

      My fingers twitch with an urge to claw his pretty face out. The only reason I stay rooted to the spot is that I can still feel the taste of him in my mouth and the burn of his touch on my skin. By feeding me his blood before I stupidly ran to save him, he made sure that he is embedded in me so deep that only death will keep me from it. Maybe not even that.

      “Ah, bella.” His deep voice sends shivers down my spine. “But you wouldn’t have it any other way, now would you.” Cocking his head to the side, his eyes crinkle at the corners. The easygoing attitude can’t hide the hunger burning in his gaze, and my heart skips a beat. “It didn’t seem to bother you so much before we were so rudely interrupted.”

      “It was a moment of weakness and insanity. Acting on instinct instead of using my brain.” I can be the bigger person and not take the bait as well. “It will never happen again. You can be sure of that.”

      And that is true. It was pure instinct because that is how I function now that they turned me into a monster. All I want is blood, sex, and violence. Not necessarily in that order, and not necessarily separate from each other. I’ve succumbed to the thirst for blood and violence. I’ve avoided the hunger for sex part so far, thankfully.

      I hate myself that it bothers me to see the hurt look on his face at my words. He made sure you died, April. Don’t be stupid to fall for his tricks again. Berating myself internally, I hold his gaze. There is so much longing in his look that he is not trying to hide right now, tears prickle my eyes, and his face turns blurry for a second.

      “I only hope you will forgive me for what I have done one day, my redemption.”

      “You can hope I will forgive you, but it will never happen. And stop calling me your redemption. I’m your nothing, you hear me? Nothing.” Fighting the emotions swirling inside me, I swallow the lump the size of a golf ball stuck in my throat. “If it’s not vampires, humans, or animals, then Eshe was full of shit, just as I thought.”

      “Well.” Sebastian struggles to keep up with the change of subject, but finally he blows a breath and gently sets the glass on the bar. “I’m only worried about magic…”

      I can’t help it. I burst out laughing, and he trails off watching me like he has never seen me before in his life. I mean, come on. Monster animals running around the world was a crazy enough thought, but magic? What’s next? Dragons, elves, and dwarves will start coming for a cup of tea? The more I think about it, the harder I laugh.

      “You do remember me telling you that when they killed you millennia ago, they used a mage to curse your blood, do you not?” Drawling, Sebastian presses his lips in a thin line.

      A few more giggles and barks of laughter escape me before I finally realize how serious he is. “You gotta be joking! They sent witches to kill me? Like what the fuck! Sucking my blood and turning me into this crazy thing was not enough?”

      “I’m not sure that is the case, but I will be looking into it.” Satisfied that I finally understand the gravity of the situation, he turns to leave the apartment. “Until we are sure what we are dealing with, stay here.”

      The cracked door closes behind him with a soft click. I gape at it for a long time after he is gone, the words magic, witches, and mages spinning through my head. And in his right mind, Sebastian told me to stay here? In an apartment where there are not many places to hide or fight if someone tries to kill me.

      Like hell I will wait here to be killed.

      I’m out of the hotel before the front door of the penthouse is done closing behind me.
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      The city blurs while I run through the streets. A car crashes into a parked van when I zip across the wide road in front of it, nicking it with my leg. Horns blare, the blaring of the alarm from the silver sedan piercing the hum of the Financial District. Stopping between a pizza place and a dry cleaners, I lean on the wall, watching the middle-aged man run out of the bakery, waving his arms angrily at the stunned woman still behind the wheel of the silver sedan.

      Sticking my head out, scanning everything around me, I make sure no one noticed me when I created the recluse. With the air clear, I bolt down the sidewalk so fast it’s with great effort that I’m able to take turns at the corners. When a recognizable restaurant comes into view, I almost sob with relief. Entering the dark alley, the familiar dumpster meets me like an old friend. My stomach lurches at the stench that shouldn’t bother me, but thanks to my new sense of smell it makes me want to retch. Holding my breath, I slink in the shadows.

      Glancing around to make sure no one is around me, I pull the manhole lid up, sliding down the metal stairs and jerking it closed above my head. The putrid air of stagnant water from the tunnels is not much of an improvement, but it has the calming effect I was hoping to achieve. After clinging to the railing for a while, I move down until my shoes plunk down in nasty water that sloshes over my toes. Ignoring everything, I walk up to my usual spot and, with a sigh, slide down the damp wall to sit on the moist ground.

      “Why don’t I feel at home?” My voice echoes in the empty tunnels.

      I was hoping to get the same feeling I always did after closing the lid to my sewer and shutting the world out. Instead, I want to barf, and my skin is feeling itchy already. Nostrils flaring, I grind my teeth and stubbornly stay where I am. I’ll sit here for days if I have to, until all thoughts of magic and killers disappear from my head. That’s why I came here. This will be the last place anyone will expect me to be. Slowly, my tempestuous thoughts go silent, and for once I feel peace inside my mind. With a heavy sigh, my shoulders sag and my arms flop off my lap, feeling like limp noodles. My eyelids droop, and I allow myself to drift off.

      “I knew I’d find you here.” A deep voice makes me jump out of my skin. “I should’ve checked this place first, but I didn’t want to give Andrei a clue.”

      I glare at Marcus when he descends the metal stairs. Luckily, he closed the lid when he invited himself in here. Hid boots clink on each bar before splashing in the murky water when he drops, not stepping on the last two steps.

      “Why exactly are you here?”

      “Sebastian freaked out when he didn’t find you where he specifically told you to stay.” Curiously looking around, he ignores my bristling and plops down next to me.

      “I’m not a dog. Come, April…Sit, April…Stay, April.” While I’m impersonating the jerk,  Marcus laughs. “Even Mutt doesn’t follow those commands. First, he tells me a mage or a witch might try to kill me, then in his right mind, he dares order me around to sit in a closed apartment and wait for it. Sebastian can go suck on a lollipop.”

      Slapping a paw sized hand on his thick thigh, Marcus howls with laughter, the tunnels of the sewer amplifying the sound. My head pulsates because it’s like a gong going off next to my ear. After listening to him wheeze and hoot for a while, my lips start twitching, and eventually I start giggling along with him.

      “Well, it’s true.” Sucking in a rickety breath and wiping tears, I bite my lips to stop myself from laughing more. “I might be naïve, as everyone wants to point out, but I’m not stupid.”

      “Sebastian will sooner let the Council drain him dry than allow anything to happen to you, little one. You should know that by now.” After he collects himself, Marcus turns to me earnestly.

      “If it fits his plans and aspirations? I have no doubt.” Taking a long, deep breath, I blow it out slowly. “I might be crazy with a split personality and turn into a beast at night, but I’m not that far gone to not understand my situation, Marcus.” Glancing sideways, I see him watching me intently. “I’m just a chess piece to Sebastian. A pawn that he will sacrifice without a blink of an eye to achieve whatever it is he is trying to do in his game of chess. Let’s not delude ourselves, huh?”

      “If you truly believe that, why are you so calm and complaisant?” The fact that he doesn’t refute my words says a lot.

      “Because just like him, I have a plan, too.” Pulling my knees up, I hug them to my chest. “I’ll need help if I want to succeed. Since he is using me, I’ll use him too.” Shrugging a shoulder, I push away the heaviness the idea of Sebastian not caring brings. “It’s only fair.”   

      “You going to tell me about this plan?” Turning sideways, he leans back on his elbows, sprawling next to me as if testing to see how close to going nuts I am.

      “I’m going to destroy the Council.” Clenching my fists, I’m happy the stench in the sewer masks the scent of Marcus.

      Yup. Apparently, I’m a hussy when the monster takes over. She doesn’t care who it is as long as it’s a man. But you care. You only want Sebastian. The stupid voice starts yapping in my head.

      “Isn’t that the same with what Sebastian wants?”

      “You are not listening.” Turning to finally lock eyes with him, I give him a heinous smile. “I’m not going to kill the Council members and call it a day. I’m going to enjoy killing them of course, but after I’m done, there will be no Council or thrones left for anyone to take over. This nightmare ends with them.”

      “And then what?” I can tell I made him uneasy, but he tries to hide it. “We will leave everyone to do whatever they want, without anyone there to hold them accountable?”

      Shrugging one shoulder again, I stare at the swirling, murky water at my feet. I couldn’t care less about what happens after that. I just want the Council to pay.

      “And after you destroy the Council, April? What then, little one?” He keeps prodding.

      “After I’m done with them, I’m going to destr…”

      My words get cut off when Marcus slaps his large hand over my mouth. Lucky too, because like an idiot, I was about to tell him I plan to destroy his Sire, as well. Outraged, I lift my hands, ready to shred him to pieces, but the intense look on his face and his gaze locked on the tunnels instead of me stills my movement. When he cocks his head to the side, I stop snarling and strain to hear what riled him up. For long moments, I hear nothing. Just when I grab hold of his hand to remove it from my mouth, a faint whisper, so low I’m not sure I didn’t imagine it, reaches my ears.

      Locking eyes with Marcus, we wait for a little longer before he tilts his chin at my mouth, silently asking if I’ll stay quiet. Glaring, I smack his hand away, lifting off the ground. He does the same and points at the tunnel on our left. With a nod, I follow behind him to see who else is hiding in my sewer. I might be living in a dream penthouse now, but this is still mine. Excitement for the upcoming violence surges through me, and my fangs slide out of my gums. Oh, yes. This sewer is mine, and whoever it is will find that out the hard way.

      Right before I rip their gullet out with my teeth.
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      Keeping to the side, our shoulders grazing the sodden walls, we stalk through the dark tunnel. There are no lightbulbs here, the pitch-black appearing as glittery gray to my eyes. The dripping of water is the only sound, apart from the murmurs that are becoming clearer the closer we get to the other side.

      Marcus stops, and I place my hand between his shoulder blades, leaning on my toes to see what halted our progress. The exit is a few feet away, dimly lit by one of the lights nailed in the ceilings. A couple of shadows shift on the walls, indicating whoever is talking is very close. Speaking in such low voices means they are not human. How they didn’t hear us before we noticed their presence is beyond me. It’s not like I was trying to be quiet. The whole time I called this sewer home, there had never been anyone else here but me. Well, me and the two traitors that sold me out to become what I loathed most. Pushing all thoughts of Sara and Eddie from my mind, I follow Marcus when he glides forward.

      “I told you this is useless,” a familiar voice rasps, but I can’t place it to save my life.

      “Shut up and do as you are told unless you want to end up cleaved in pieces,” a bored-sounding man answers. It seems familiar, too, and it frustrates the hell out of me that I can’t recall who they are.

      “If they didn’t promise me a place higher up the ladder I would’ve gone with the Italians. First, I have to babysit, and now, I’m crawling through sewers like vermin.” Growling angrily, the first person sounds angry, and my body jolts when I remember where I’ve heard them before.

      Mutt saved me, so they don’t find me between the buildings the night I went looking for medicine. The two idiots were sitting above my head on the fire escape, keeping an eye on the hotel. What are the chances that the same two are here now?

      “I would watch my tongue if I were you,” a smooth female voice speaks, and my skin prickles from the power that blasts the air. “Have you found anything?”

      Marcus turns his head to look at me over his shoulder, wide-eyed. It doesn’t boost my confidence much. Apart from the Council, nothing else spooks him out. Well, Sebastian does, but he is a jerk and has that effect on everyone. At my questioning gaze, Marcus barely shakes his head, moving his attention back to whoever it is that joined the two idiots.

      “Nothing apart from rats…and a stray cat,” the bored one says with a strain in his voice.

      “Good. I will tell the others. We will be fine here for a couple of days to think of a way to proceed if Khan’s plan backfires. You should try to join the pathetic rebellion and be useful for once. Go bring me information that I can use.”

      “Should we go now?” the other one asks with a whine in his voice. “We searched everywhere, no one is in this damn place. We will try again to gain entrance in the hotel.”

      “You can leave after I am gone. And you better not say a word to anyone about this, or you will wish you were dead.”    

        Silence follows so long that I think that everyone left. When I try to move around Marcus, he wraps one of his beefy arms around my waist, pressing my back to his chest. We both stiffen at the contact; I almost snarl at him, but bubbles from ripples in the water make me swallow the sound.

      “She is gone. Let’s get out of here,” the bored one says, and Marcus disappears from behind me.

      “Not so fast, my friend.” I watch his profile when he grins at the two idiots.

      “How nice. One of you and two of us.” I’m not sure who snarls at him.

      “Lucky for you then.” Marcus chuckles.

      “What? I’m not allowed to play?” Leaning my shoulder on the entrance wall, I smile sweetly at the gawking idiots, seeing their faces for the first time. Both are strangely unremarkable. “I’ll stay here and watch if you like, but you’ll have to tell me who pulls your strings. And if the almighty Khan knows about it, too.”

      “Like Kali gives a shit what Khan knows.” The shorter of the two—and whinier judging by all the complaining he’s been doing every time I’ve been around him—glares at me. His buddy whacks him in the back of his head, making me giggle.

      “Kali and who else?” Marcus gets their attention back to him, so I glide slightly closer.

      “No more talking.”

      The one that always sounds bored dives at Marcus. Everything around me slows down, and it’s like watching them move underwater. Marcus bends his knees, preparing to meet the idiot in the air, not paying attention to the other guy. The sneaky little shit pulls out a wicked-looking dagger, the silver steel blinking at me when it catches the light for a second. Pushing off the wall, I lunge at him like a battering ram. My body collides with his, sending us crashing at the opposite wall a second before Marcus and the other guy slam into each other, the slapping sound of flesh hitting flesh resonating through the tunnels.

      Rocks and concrete rain on my head while I grip the idiot’s wrist, keeping the dagger away from my person. Snarling, he wraps his other hand around my throat, squeezing for all he’s worth. For a moment, it feels like he is about to rip my head clean off my shoulders. Then, I feel the switch flip. His hand goes slick around my neck, and his eyes go comically wide. I have no idea what he sees, but it must be scary enough to freak him out.

      The one that is fighting Marcus starts screaming in a high-pitched voice that hurts my ears. Twisting the hand that still holds my throat, the crunching sound of breaking bone sends an excited shiver through me. Taking hold of both his wrists, I lean over him, holding him down with my whole body while I turn around to see why his friend is screaming.

      My heart starts thumping faster when I see Marcus fight. He moves like water. I never thought someone as muscled as he is can twist his body in that way. For every kick or punch aimed his way, he bends and twists, evading it by a hair. Every movement of his arms and legs connects with his opponent, sending the guy bouncing off the walls, limbs bending in unnatural angles. Locking his gaze with mine, Marcus snarls and sinks his fangs in the guy’s neck.

      I laugh when his eyes glint with a dare. Winking at him, I let him see my fangs slide slowly under my upper lip. Turning my attention to the idiot underneath me, I give him a big grin, making him whimper. A thrill goes through my entire being a second before I strike, my teeth parting the flesh of his neck like it’s made out of Jell-O. Warm, thick blood sprays over my face and chest, forcing my hunger out like a breaking dam. After the first gulp from his life force, I know nothing more.
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      Reigning in my emotions, I hide behind my glass while Andrei keeps coming in and out. I made him spread a rumor around the hotel that I’m so weakened, him and Marcus are worried I might not pull through after my last encounter with April. Seeing me in my tattered clothing helps solidify the lie.

      And now we wait.

      My right fist keeps clenching and unclenching, anxiety eating a hole in my gut since I found April gone. The woman will succeed where thousands of years have not.

      She will drive me insane.

      “Minchia!” Fuck!

      “I totally agree with that.” Andrei saunters in, a grim look on his face. “No one has tried to leave the place, yet.” Dropping unceremoniously opposite me, he rubs a hand over his face. “I guess it would’ve been too easy if they just sprinted out as soon as the news of your imminent death started spreading.”

      “That is the least of my concerns right now.” Dismissing him with a wave of my hand, I sigh, leaning back in my chair and closing my eyes. “Marcus is not back yet?”

      “No, but I would’ve thought that would be the last thing to bother you right now.” I see him frowning when I peel my lids open to peer at him. “You keep forgetting April is not a sheltered girl who doesn’t know what she is doing. She survived all those years on her own. If there is anything that girl knows, it is how to survive. She’ll be back even if he doesn’t find her.”

      “After Eshe’s warning, I’m not willing to take chances.” My mind is swirling with all the pressure, tightening the noose around us. “Guilt makes me be too lenient when it comes to her. Like a lovesick fool, I tiptoe around her, and that may very well cost her life. She is immortal now but not fully transformed. I overlooked something…” murmuring more to myself then him, I feel the pressure building in my chest.

      “We knew she would be different,” Andrei supplies helpfully.

      Snorting, I lift my head to look at him. “Different, yes. Not still human. Something went wrong, and it cannot be my blood. I’m the only one that ingested her first blood. She should’ve awoken as her real self.”

      The pounding on the door jolts us both to our feet. My glass slips from my hand, the crystal shattering on the wooden parquet as amber fluid sloshes over my shoes. Andrei is yanking the door open with a sharp jerk of his hand, glaring at the guardian anxiously shifting his feet at the door.

      “Marcus is coming fast, he is carrying…” his words trail off when a blur pushes him to the side, slamming his shoulder in the wall.

       My body freezes in disbelief when Marcus stops in front of me. He looks like he has walked through a grinder, his clothing shredded and blood coating him from head to toes. Snarling, he trembles, his entire body coiled up like a spring. Just his eyes are feverish, burning with rage and fear. But that’s not what freezes my world.

      In his arms he is holding April’s unconscious body, her hair swaying and limbs lose. Her skin it graying as I stare dumbfounded and she is convulsing in Marcus’s hold, almost dropping on the floor. I have never in all my existence been shocked to the point of standing, not knowing what to do.

      “What the fuck is wrong with her?” Andrei’s panicked shout propels me into action.

      “What happened?” I try to snatch her from Marcus, but he snarls like a feral animal ready to bite my hand off. “Let go of her if you value your life. If she dies, you’ll wish you can join her.”

      “Marcus, give her to Sebastian. He can help her.” Andrei grips Marcus by the shoulder, his fingers digging at the bunched-up muscles there.

      Reluctantly, he unclenches his grasp on her, uncontrolled sounds like whimpers and growls coming from him. To avoid wasting precious time if he changes his mind, and so I don’t have to rip him apart, I snatch her to my chest. Lowering her on one of the sofas against the wall, I glance over my shoulder.

      “What happened and speak fast.”

      “I found her in the sewer…” Marcus speaks fast, his words a jumble of sounds until he is finished telling me the story to the part where they drained the two vampires working for Kali. “…she was laughing one moment, and the next she coughed, her eyes rolled to the back of her head, and she started convulsing. I ran here as fast as I could.”

      “Could they have done something before they died?” Andrei mumbles but I’m already shaking my head.

      “Go. Bring humans. It’s something in the blood she took that did this. We need to drain her, and she’ll need to feed. I’m not going to be enough.”

      Having a little taste of April’s blood is one thing. I’m still not sure I can survive to drink from her. I know for sure the rest of them won't live if they tried. With that in mind, I let my claws extend and, holding her arm, I rip her brachial artery open. Precious thick blood starts spurting over both of us, soaking the sofa. My fangs throb with the need to sink them in her skin and gulp it all up until she is as tied to me as my own soul. Pulling on all the control I have mastered, I clench my jaw and watch her bleed out in front of me.

      Andrei disappears, barking orders before he is even out of the door. Marcus looms over my head, his hunger for the potent blood pounding into me, driving me insane. With a great effort, I block him out, the thought that I hadn’t felt his urgency before he showed up at the door not lost on me. With April rapidly going as white as a marble statue, I will have to look into it later. If she lives. She will live! Snapping myself out of the frantic thoughts, I continue to keep an eye on the blood flow. I must get her to feed, or she will die within minutes.

      I watch the blood pump out of her arm with each heartbeat, like a finger pressed over a running hose, mesmerized. Jabbing an elbow in my back, Marcus jars me out of hunger’s call, and I blink twice, coming from my daze. The shuffling of feet sounds at the entrance of the penthouse but I ignore it all. The gash on April's arm is closing, and I tear into my own wrist with my fangs, bringing it to her blue lips.

      “Bevi, mia redenzione, prendi ciò che ti offro liberamente!” After saying it for her ears only, I keep repeating it in my mind. Drink, my redamation. Take what I freely offer. I keep saying it over and over like a prayer. The blood fills her mouth and runs out of her lips, coating her jaw, neck, and her spread out hair.

      She doesn’t drink.   

      Panic squeezes my chest like a metal vise, insanity creeping up slowly from the darkest corners of my mind. If I lose her, I will lose myself. I know it as I know my own name. The Council will seem like cute puppies compared to what I will become. That power that kept growing since I took the blood from our matron curls up in my chest and purrs like a hungry beast. No! I will not lose April, nor will I lose myself.

      “Drink.” Gripping her neck in my hand, I start massaging her throat, hoping it’ll prompt her to swallow.

      Something crashes behind me, Marcus cursing in any language he can think of, throwing things around. I can feel Andrei, his fear and pain at the thought of April not surviving this almost bringing him to his knees. I block him as well, unwilling to lose hope.

      “Drink, damn you!” Snarling at her, my fingers tighten around her neck.

      Her body arches off the sofa, her eyes snapping open. Glowing yellow orbs lock on me, and her arms shoot out, grabbing my wrist. Not losing contact with me she sinks her fangs at my wrist and starts sucking. Gulp after gulp, her eyes glow brighter. Each pull of her mouth feels connected to my groin. My own hunger slams me, not just for blood but for her as well.

      Bright spots start dancing at the corners of my eyes, wariness making my body sag next to the sofa where I’m kneeling next to April. Someone, I think Andrei, grabs my shoulders, holding me up when I would’ve toppled over. April doesn’t stop. I watch Marcus jerking my wrist from her mouth, April snarling and lunging at him as she sinks her fangs in his neck, and everything fades. Darkness covers everything around me, and I sleep.
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      “She should wake up any moment now.” I can hear Andrei mumble somewhere in the space I’m in, sounding drunk.

      Last time I checked, immortality meant you can’t taste the alcohol. Well, they can’t taste it, I can. So how is he drunk? And what is he doing here in my room? Better yet, why am I in bed instead of being curled up in the closet?

       I forget all about that when memories of my dreams come rushing in. So many places, so many countries, they flick behind my closed eyelids like someone is placing slides in my head. Memories of families, all mine yet all of them so different. Lives where I’ve been happy and loved, and others where I’ve been miserable and counted the days until I’m dead. Everything comes one after another, speeding up slowly until I’m sure that I’m about to faint from the onslaught of information. And in each of those memories, I see my face.

      “Maybe she needs more blood.” Marcus sounds just as drunk, and his voice pulls me from the spinning in my head.

      “Unless one of us is volunteering to die, I don’t think we can feed her, yet.” Sebastian doesn’t sound drunk, just tired, and a soft moan follows his words.

      A woman’s moan.

      My eyes snap open, and I jolt upright in bed, zeroing in on him. Sebastian is sprawled, very much unlike himself, on a chair next to the bed. His shirt is half unbuttoned, exposing his well-defined chest and the first couple of rows of a six-pack. With his legs spread open, one bent at the knee, he looks so seductive that tingles start at my lower belly when I look him up and down. There is no one around him, and he smirks at me knowingly, pointing his chin on the other side of the large bed.

      Turning my head, I see Marcus and Andrei both in similar positions, looking bone wary with dark circles under their eyes. Marcus smiles tiredly at me, while Andrei is staring at me unblinking, his fangs buried in a woman’s neck. She is straddling him, her hips undulating as she grinds herself against him. My face burns in embarrassment, and I avert my eyes, gripping the sheets around my legs.

      “How do you feel, my redemption?” Sebastian pulls my attention back to him. To my surprise, it doesn’t irk me that he uses the nickname he gave me.

      “How should I feel?” Assessing myself internally, I must say I actually feel better than I have for a very long time. “Why am I here?” Realizing I’m not even in my room, I glance around the guest bedroom that Sebastian has been using. “What happened?”

      As soon as I ask the question, the sewer, and the two idiots, plays in my head like a movie. Sebastian opens his mouth to say something, but he stops, watching me expectantly. My mind flicks from one thing to another, trying to figure out what got him staring at me so intently. And then I remember the pain. After the whiny idiot went limp in my arms when I sucked him dry, my whole body felt on fire. I was burning from the inside out, the pain so strong that I lost consciousness.

      “How is that possible?” Frowning, I watch Sebastian intently, expecting him to have all the answers. He is a trickster, and a know it all, after all.

      “Tell me what happened.” At his question, I glance at the other two.

      Marcus stands up, swaying slightly on his feet. Grabbing the woman by the arm, he drags her off Andrei and out of the room. Andrei grins at me, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, and I roll my eyes at him.

      “Dumbass.” He chuckles at my mumbling.

      “Well,” I start after Marcus returns and plops down on the chair like his legs can’t hold his weight. “Nothing was wrong with me.” Grimacing at that lie since there is a lot that’s wrong with me, I wave a hand like I’m chasing a fly. “I mean, I was just my usual, crazy self until I started drinking the blood of that idiot.” Glancing at Marcus to confirm my words, he nods once.

      “What happened then?” Sebastian prompts me.

      “His blood was wrong.” Chewing on the inside of my mouth, I try to think of the best way to explain it. “I didn’t feel it at first. Actually, I did, I just didn’t think anything of it.” Locking my gaze with Marcus’s, I expect him to confirm my next words. “His blood tasted bitter. Not coppery, not sweet, just bitter to the point my mouth got parched.”

      Marcus darts his gaze between Sebastian and me, shaking his head slowly with a confused look on his face. “They tasted normal. After she dropped on the ground, I actually tasted the one she killed just to see if that was the problem. I still don’t feel any different, although there was not much left in him to be sure.” His eyebrows pull low over his eyes.

      “I’m sure there was something wrong with that one. I’ve tasted all your blood, and it’s never bitter.” It kills me to admit it, but I better get all the facts straight since I almost kicked the bucket. “It didn’t make me want to barf like human blood does. It was just very, very bitter there at the end. Maybe he was sick or something.” An uneasiness creeps up in my belly.

      “That doesn’t say much.” My head snaps in Sebastian’s direction. “You’ve only fed from the three of us. Marcus and Andrei have my blood in them. We can’t be sure that you can feed on the others.”

      “What does that mean Sebastian? I can’t read minds, so you’ll have to explain it to me.” A calculating look enters his eyes, one that doesn’t sit well with me. Did he find a way to bend me to his will?

      “You seem very calm.” He cocks his head, lifting up and straightening in his chair. Leaning forward, he drapes his forearms over his knees, the opened shirt gaping, giving me a clear view of his body.

      My thighs clench and tingles intensify in my lower belly. Swallowing the whimper that wants to push its way through my lips, I narrow my eyes on him. The jerk is trying to have me off-kilter for whatever plan his twisted mind is brewing, I just know it.

      “I do feel more grounded if I’m honest. I don’t feel like two people trying to fit under one skin right now.” Deciding to ignore the pull he has on me, I concentrate on the crucial things.

      “Interesting.” Looking from Marcus to Andrei, I can see the gears turning in his head. “Why didn’t I think of this before?”

      “Think of what?” Andrei leans forward eagerly, voicing the question that was on the tip of my tongue.

      “I made her, and even when she doesn’t remember what she is doing, she only comes to the three of us to feed.” Looking too satisfied with himself, a small smile plays at the corners of his lips. “She has killed but not fed…”

      “I have what?” Screeching, I almost jump off the bed.

      “That’s not what’s important right now.” Dismissing me, Sebastian opens his mouth to continue preaching his theories.

      “Like hell it’s not important, asshole. What do you mean I have killed? Who have I killed?” Spitting questions one after another, I can’t stop talking. Oh my god, I really am a monster. Horrified tears prickle my eyes.

      I thought I was just scaring them and maybe slapping them around a little when the sun went down. I didn’t dare believe I was a killer on the loose, roaming the hotel and terrorizing everyone. What else have I done that I don’t remember? Have I killed humans, too?

      “Now that is something I’m going to explore.” Sebastian’s shrewd words snap me out of my panic. “You didn’t kill anyone you came across. Only some. After this revelation, I think it deserves investigating.”

      “What are you saying? Speak clearly so I understand you,” I tell him dryly, crossing my arms over my chest. “I don’t speak riddles.”

      “The one that had bitter blood was one of Kali’s, you said?” Sebastian looks at Marcus, and he nods in confirmation, with a look of concentration on his face. “And April here, every night, goes on a hunt through the hotel, killing one or two max. Every time, new arrivals that join us.” Pursing his lips, he stands up. “Including the humans you find loitering around the perimeter. I think there is a connection there. Especially when she never drank from any of them, until now.”
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      “I really think this is stupid,” I tell Marcus from the corner of my mouth.

      He snorts but stays quiet. We’ve been parading around the hotel, nodding at everyone we came across like some generals checking up on their army. Which is not far from the truth in our case, but that’s beside the point. Everyone we meet watches me warily, rushing away as soon as my back is turned. After everything I was told, I don’t find it amusing anymore. I would be running too if I were them.

      I can feel Sebastian’s eyes on me from wherever he is lurking, like a gun jammed between my shoulder blades. He sent me with my buddy Marcus, since according to him I tolerate the giant man better than any of them, to see if anyone I come across triggers a reaction in me. Since I’m coherent and not a crazy monster in the middle of the night, I’m curious too as to why that is. Was I supposed to almost die to be myself? Or did that infected blood knock the monster in me out for the time being?

      I don’t feel weird, nor do I think I'm murderous like I’ve apparently been every night. That’s a good thing, right? As long as I know what’s happening and I have control over my actions, I’ll take it and roll with it. This is what you wanted, isn’t it? the voice in my head reminds me.

      “Nothing yet?” Marcus says softly, for my ears only, not even moving his lips.

      “Nope!” Ending the word with a pop, I scan our surroundings.

      The hotel is huge, like a city all on its own. Bars, restaurants, large venue halls, meeting rooms. You name it, it’s there. My legs would’ve been killing me if I were human. Lost in the painted walls with scenes from a city on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, I wonder if things will ever change so that I can see it in person. The thought makes my feet falter, and I stop walking, staring at the painted wall.

      “What’s wrong?” Marcus stops next to me, his head swiveling as he looks for threats.

      “This painting.” Reaching with my hand, my fingers trail over the shore and the white homes surrounding it. “I feel like I’ve been here. It calls to me like nothing I’ve ever felt before.”

      “That’s Italy. It is normal for you to feel drawn to it. It’s your home.”

      “I was born here in America.” Frowning at him, I can taste the lie on my tongue.

      Biting the words I want to say, ignoring the uneasiness my statement stirs up in me, I turn sharply away and exit the restaurant. Marcus sighs but says nothing, following obediently at my back. Anger slams into me out of nowhere, so overwhelming that I gasp and clutch at my chest. What the hell is happening to me? Will I lose my mind again and end up not remembering anything? Panic shakes me to my core. I didn’t allow myself to admit how much it bothered me that I knew nothing of my actions until now.

      “April?” Marcus is at my side before the word is out of his mouth, gripping my elbow to keep me standing when I would’ve bent over.

      “I think I’m going to go insane again.” Turning my panicked gaze on him, I plead with my eyes. “Take me to my room. I don’t want to kill anyone else, please!”

      Just as I’m done talking, a man rounds the corner at the end of the hallway where we are standing. Dressed in the uniform of the Guardians, he looks shorter than Marcus, with blond hair and a thin body like a swimmer. He walks purposely until he spots us staring at him. A look of trepidation crosses his features before he smooths it out, slowing his walk.

      My entire focus and anger center on him. Watching him, ready to pounce, I notice how he clenches his fists, his shoulders and arms bunching up in preparation of a fight. None of the others we passed made me react this way. Or you were already angry, and this guy just happens to show up now, my mind supplies, but I ignore it. With Sebastian’s words swirling through my head, I just know there is something wrong with this one.

      He takes a few more steps in our direction before entirely stopping. We stand, all three of us facing each other in some awkward standoff for a few long moments. Unable to control my facial expression any longer, my upper lip lifts over my growing fangs. The blond Guardian’s eyes widen, and without waiting, he turns and bolts away from us.

      “Oh, no you don’t!”

      Lunging after him, I feel Marcus follow shoulder to shoulder with me. The colors of the rugs and painted walls blur as we run like the wind after the man. Twisting through the hallways, we almost lose him a couple of times, but a glimpse of his leg or arm leads us right on his heels. Just when I think he will get away, a familiar hallway stretches in front of me, the fountain with the water pouring out of the lion's mouth bringing memories with it. I grin at Marcus, and he chuckles at my joy. This hallway is a dead end. The only way the blond man can go is at the closed-off indoor pool.

      I stop running, smiling even wider when I catch a glimpse of him entering the indoor pool room. There is no escape for him there. Giddiness makes me almost vibrate in anticipation. What is it about him that turns me into a raging mess? Was it him that caused this? There is only one way to find out. As we near the door where the blond man disappeared, I can feel Sebastian’s presence at my back. My whole body is attuned to him like I am the moth, and he is the flame. His body heat radiates at my back when his hand brushes mine. I clench my fist, unwilling to be distracted. This guy that decided to run has answers, and I have a lot of questions for him.

      Let the fun begin.
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      Protectiveness rises inside me when the back of my hand grazes April’s. She’s had so much of my blood in the last few hours I can feel her emotions like they are my own. Rage so strong I’ve never felt the likes of it in all my centuries. Is this what she’s been dealing with since her transformation? How is she even sane enough to talk? Receiving the impressions of it through our strengthened bond is enough to make my tight control teeter on the line.

      I can see from the corner of my eye that Marcus is not fairing any better. His fangs are on display, shoulders hunched, and he keeps snarling with each step like a rogue that is possessed by bloodlust. That has not happened in the last two decades. Glancing at April, I watch for any signs that she is bothered by it. She walks purposely, not taking her focus off the door where the Guardian entered. Andrei joins us at guarding our back, and my tension drains a little. That’s until I hear his soft growls, too.

      Pressing a thumb and forefinger at the bridge of my nose, I pray for patience and strength. If they go feral in here, we will be no closer to finding answers than we are now. A distraction is needed, but what? Others must’ve noticed the tension in the air. I can feel their presence all around us. They wouldn’t dare to show themselves with me here, but I can feel them close, their aura saturating the air with adrenaline and eagerness for hunting pray.

      It’s April, I realize. Her blood is calling to them to heed her need for blood. For revenge. Now, why on earth will I be thinking of revenge? It just adds to my assumptions that this whole thing is connected. I must slow things down so we can get the upper hand and understand why April is suffering so much. Ignoring the onslaught of rage and hunger, I grab her hand, jerking her to a stop. Rounding on me, she snarls, that golden glow sparkling in her eyes. Not giving her time to unleash her anger on me, I yank her to my chest and kiss her stupid.

      She clings to my shoulders, claws digging in my skin, waking up the beast in me that has wanted to ravish her from the moment I saw her. “Minchia!” I cuss under my breath when I pull away from her lips and devour her mouth hungrily a moment later. Pushing away the lust that has me as hard as a rock, I inspect her emotions. Gradually, the rage and bloodlust ebb and a different type of hunger roars through our bond. I can feel Marcus and Andrei panting around us, so I reluctantly drag myself away from her. She chases my lips and snaps her teeth angrily in my face when I hold her at a distance.

      “We need to be rational so we get our answers, my redemption.” Pressing my forehead to hers, I sigh, breathing her arousal in. It wreacks havoc inside me. “Allow me to question him first. You can have your fun later.”

      “You will have me look at my killer and not rip his throat out?” Her voice is changed, huskier and accented when she is not herself. That’s one way we know who we are dealing with this last week. “You will have me listen to their petty lies like a fool?” Shoving me away, her eyes burn like two suns. “I will bathe in their blood and they’ll remember me even when their souls writhe in the pits of hell for eternity.“Farò il bagno nel loro sangue e loro si ricorderanno di me anche quando le loro anime respireranno nelle fosse dell’inferno per l’eternità” in perfect Italian she says “I will bathe in their blood, and they’ll remember me even when their souls writhe in the pits of hell for eternity.” Shivers pass through my soul at her words. Cocking her head, a wicked smile plays on her lips. “Ti andrebbe di unirti a loro, tesoro?” “Would you care to join them, lover?”

      “Non è un consiglio, cuore del mio cuore. Forse la tua rabbia ti fa veder un nemico in tutti. Non permetterò a nessuno di ferirti nuovamente,”I answer her in kind automatically, and my words say, “He is not one of the Council, heart of my heart. Perhaps your anger makes you see an enemy in everyone. I will not let anyone hurt you again,” Her smile grows at my change of language.

      My mind is railing with her, calling the Guardian her killer. Has she really gone insane? When she called me lover, the way she had called her mate before she was killed, if the scrolls about her are to be believed, made me call her heart of my heart in return. How do I go back from that? And to my utter disbelief, I realize the words I spoke are the truth. She is my heart.

      “I can smell them on him!” Snapping, she bares her fangs at me, no trace of the humor left. “Can’t you smell their stench penetrating the walls around us. It makes it difficult to breathe.”

      Jerking back like she has punched me, my eyes widen at that. Why the fuck didn’t I think of that? Of course, she’ll be able to smell the scent of their bonds. And now I feel like an idiot for doubting her even for a second. While we twiddled our thumbs, she’s been protecting our nest without even knowing what she’s been doing. And I made fun of her for that.

      “You can smell them?” Marcus snarls, coming to the same conclusion judging by the look on his face.

      “Oh, yes. Their blood is tainted by the one they serve. Their greed for power was stronger than their love for their souls.” April looks at each of us in turn, locking with my gaze last. “Have you all grown weak and mellow? Have you lost your ways so much that you can’t smell the stench of evil?” Her lips twist in displeasure “They destroyed my body and mutated my blood, but they could never touch my soul. Have you sold yours too for a taste of immortality?”

      “I’m the one that searched for you to put an end to their reign. My soul has not been tainted, and neither is theirs.” Swinging my arm, indicating Marcus and Andrei, I scowl at her. “Not all of us are your enemies.”

      “No.” Laughing softly, she sends a shiver down my spine and the erection that subsided jumps like an eager puppy at her whim. “You are definitely not my enemy.” Coming closer, her hands splay over my chest, gliding over my pecks and abs.

      “But I do remember your words, lover. Even when the human part of me is more dominant, it is still me you are talking to. And let me tell you a secret.” Lifting on her tiptoes, her lips graze the shell of my ear when she speaks. “Sarai tu ad obbedire.” Pulling away, she winks at me when she tells me it’ll be me who will obey her, throwing my words in my face. “E lo supplicherai. Oh, come lo implorerai.” After threatening me that I will be begging to obey her, she switches seamlessly back to English. “But first, I must deal with the tainted one.”

      “Let us see who he has bonded with, then.” Clenching my fists, I grind my teeth to control the urge to strip her naked and fuck her senseless in the hallway. “Lead the way.”
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      The walls of the indoor pool area reflect the shimmering glow of the water, creating patterns of swirling blue all around us. Each sound is amplified with every shift of a foot, or the rustling of clothing, bringing attention to the exact point where all of us are. The vermin is hiding, not moving for a second to give up his position.

      With a wave of my hand, I get the attention of the three people with me. April raises an eyebrow in question, amusement twinkling in her eyes. Pushing down the need to grab her and keep her behind me, I lock eyes with Marcus, pointing at the far right of the pool. Nodding, he starts moving in that direction as stealthy as a cat. Glancing at Andrei, I send him directly to the white and blue columns standing between the door and the pool. Leaving April in the middle of the area so she can intercept him if he tries to run for the door, I slink to the left. April narrows her gaze but stays silent where she is. When I reach the far-left corner, I straighten up, shove my hands in my pockets, and clear my throat.

      “There is no way out of here.” Sounding nonchalant, I make sure I walk firmly, the heels of my shoes clicking on the mosaic tiles. “Luckily for you, we saw her coming at you. We won’t let her harm one of our own.” April’s eyebrows hit her hairline, an incredulous look on her beautiful face. I smirk at her. “You can come out now,” I call to the Guardian.

      I figured he doesn’t know what we know now, and if I play ignorant, we might get more answers than cornering him. With the knowledge that he is about to die, I’m not sure he will be willing to share any information. It’s worth a try.

      Marcus glides between columns, him and Andrei twining around in the shadows like wraiths. He shakes his head, indicating he has no visual on the Guardian. A frown forms on my face with that information. There is no other exit here. It’s impossible for him to have snuck out without us seeing him.

      “I’m going to think you have something to hide.” Musing, I keep sauntering around the pool. “I don’t like it when those I call mine hide things from me.” Continuing conversationally, I scan every shadow and hiding place I can find. “With the Council dismantled, you will make a poor choice to stand against me. I would hate to think you have decided to do that.”

      My words bounce off the walls, the vast body of water making my deep voice sound ominous. There is an echo in the air from the pool itself, like the water is a living entity having a voice of its own. Still, no other sound can be heard, irking me to no end.

      “Nothing,” Marcus snarls after searching all around the pool and coming to my side.

      “How is that even possible.” Confused, Andrei walks up too, darting his eyes all over the place.

      “Have we checked if there is a hidden door in this place?” Glaring at them, I can’t hide the growl in my words. “I thought the two of you knew this place inside out.”

      “There is no other entrance or exit but the door.” Flinging his hand angrily at the said door we used to walk in here, Marcus’s face twists in anger.

      “Of course, there isn’t.” April’s soft words make us all turn to her.

      She smiles at us like the cat that ate the canary.

      Bending her knees slightly, she sprints towards us, and I brace for the impact, my mind whirling with her unusual behavior. But if I learned anything this night, that is to never question her actions again. She spreads her arms like she is about to embrace me, and my jaw hits my chest. Her grin grows at my reaction, and when I expect her to fling herself in my arms, she jumps off the floor. Her foot hits my thigh, pushing her away from me, higher in the air, while I stumble back a few steps, barely catching myself before I topple over the chair behind me. Stunned, I lift my head, following her with my gaze. She propelled herself high enough to reach the ceiling. Now her arms are wrapped around the waist of the Guardian, who to my utter disbelief is spread out like a cross, clinging to the roof over our heads.

      Looking down at me, April smiles brightly, swinging her legs and rocking in the air, while the man she is gripping like a pull-up bar is sweating profusely and trembling in fear. Giggling like a girl, she keeps swinging her legs and rocking higher and higher. My body coils up, ready to catch her if she falls. From where I’m standing, I can judge that she will drop right in the middle of the pool, and my anxiety ebbs slightly. Not that I think she will hurt herself, I just don’t want her to even twist a leg. Ridiculous, I know.

      “Oh! Look what I found.” She chuckles, tilting her head up to look at the Guardian. “Well, hello there. Do you come here often?” Peals of laughter burst out of her.

      I glance at Marcus and Andrei with a disbelieving look on my face. Andrei has a hand wrapped tightly over his nose and mouth, his eyes bulging with the strain of holding back a laugh. Marcus, on the other hand, looks like he is about to shit his pants. Eyes rounded, he keeps breathing harshly, small snorts and choking sounds coming out of his chest. I must not look better than them because as soon as my gaze connects with theirs, they both burst out laughing so loud that my ears hurt from the echoing sound around us. Unable to help myself, I start chuckling as well, until all of us are roaring and pounding our thighs.

      “When you’re done laughing, I’d like a little help,” April calls from the ceiling and, holding a hand over my aching stomach, I look at her. “I feel like a monkey.” She giggles.

      “Okay, monkey. Come down, you made your point.”

      Unbuttoning my shirt, I shrug it off before kicking off my shoes. When my hands go to the buckle of my pants, I look up to see all laughter has left April’s face. Her eyes track the movements of my hands intently, and the Guardian starts whimpering when her hands tighten around him. Unwilling to test my luck, I leave my pants on and jump into the pool. When I’m right underneath her, I call out to her.

      “Let go. Come down.” Lifting a hand up, I curl my fingers in invitation.

      “As if I’m going to release my prize.” She lifts an eyebrow before twisting in the air and yanking with all she’s worth on the male.

      I throw myself away from the two hurling bodies coming right on top of my head. Going underwater for a moment, I emerge, flicking my hair away from my face to see where they ended up falling. A bark of laughter comes from me when my vision clears, and I see April straddling the Guardian’s shoulders with her thighs, up to her hips in the pool.

      “Look who I found.” She grins before grabbing a fistful of his hair, yanking his head back. “I think he was dying to tell us a secret. Weren’t you, asshole?”

      “Now that is my area of expertise, my redemption. Let us dry off first.” The smile is stuck on my face until I have to question the mole.
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      I must’ve blacked out for a moment because I find myself curled up in a chair in one of the kitchens of the hotel. Stainless steel appliances are gleaming in the bright light, containers placed neatly on counters, and pots and pans hanging from hooks on the walls while swaying gently on a nonexistent breeze. Squinting, I focus on the blond man I was chasing. In the center of the kitchen, there is a large gas stovetop. The guardian is stretched on top, all burners lit at the lowest setting and burning his back. Marcus and Andrei stand opposite each other, one holding the arms and the other gripping the legs of the whimpering man.

      Sebastian is walking around slowly with his hands in his pockets, a bored expression on his face. Bile rises in my throat from the stench of burned hair and skin that permeates the air around me. It doesn’t seem to bother anyone else, so I swallow thickly to push it down, then uncurl my limbs from the chair.

      Three sets of eyes snap in my direction.

      Just the Guardian keeps his tightly shut with a pinched expression on his face. An argument on his behalf is on the tip of my tongue, but I bite my words, remembering that there was something wrong with this guy. Something I can’t really put my finger on. At least I remember most of the night for a change, so there is that. Suck it up, April, I tell myself sternly and hesitantly walk closer to the gas stove.

      “I don’t like the smell.” Wrinkling my nose, I glance at Sebastian.

      There is a look in his dark gaze that flip flops my stomach and makes the blood pump faster through my veins. Raking my brain to see if I’ll remember anything I’ve said or done to invoke such a look, I’m left empty. After witnessing the guardian run from us, I remember precisely zilch. Nada.

      “You don’t have to be here for this, my redemption.” Sebastian moves his hand slowly, lifting it as if reaching for me, but he thinks better of it and lets it drop to his side. “You can wait upstairs. As soon as I have something, I’ll come find you.”

      “I didn’t say I don’t want to be here.” Irked that he thinks I’m squeamish, I frown at him. “I’m one of the monsters now, remember? It doesn’t bother me. I just don’t like the stench, that’s all.”

      After staring at me intently as if he can read every thought in my head with sheer will alone, Sebastian flicks his hand towards the gas stove. Andrei releases one of the legs he was holding down and twists a dial, turning the burners off. If I expected the Guardian to feel relieved, I was left disappointed. His whimpering gets louder, and to my astonishment, I realize he is gaping at me in terror.

      “There goes that idea,” I mumble under my breath, and all three of them chuckle. Assholes.

      Sebastian walks to the side of the room, rummaging through drawers until he turns back to me, holding a gleaming knife as long as my forearm. Lifting an eyebrow, he waits until I jerkily nod at him before sauntering back to the kitchen island. With one last glance from the corner of his eye, he turns his attention back to the Guardian.

      “You were just about to tell me who sent you here.” Casually poking the tip of the knife with his thumb, he cocks his head. “If you are hoping that I will kill you, you are mistaken. You will wish you were dead before that happens, so speak. I tire of you.”

      “No one. I swear it.” Trashing to free his limbs, the Guardian trips over his own words. “I was bonded to the Council before she was reborn. I came on my own will…no one sent me. I have nothing to tell.”

      “Yet, you run when you see her.” Drawling, Sebastian grins menacingly. “It screams of loyalty.”

      Faster than I can blink, he stabs the knife through the Guardian’s stomach. The tip of the metal grinds on the stove under the man’s back embedding in it. As if he didn’t mean to do it, Sebastian jiggles the knife, huffing. The high-pitched scream echoes through the kitchen, hurting my ears. The scent of fresh blood makes my fangs slide down, and I find myself panting, unable to look away from the red liquid gushing out from the wound.

      “I have nothing to tell!” The Guardian screams, frantic with fear.

      A peculiar smell mixes with the stench in the air. It’s so different from everything else that curiosity pulls me closer to Sebastian’s back. Pressing my hand on his shoulder, I lean over him, sniffing like a hound dog. It disappears too fast for my liking.

      “Ask him again.” Murmuring, I don’t take my eyes off the Guardian.

      “Who sent you to spy on us?” Sebastian yanks on the knife, repeating the question.

      “No one…I came on my own to join you.” The Guardian shouts, pain lacing his words.

      “Lies.” Clenching my jaw, I inhale deeply.

      The same smell wafts off him in waves. I don’t know how I’m so sure, but everything in me says those words are a lie. Marcus and Andrei are watching me like I’ve sprouted another head, but Sebastian has a calculating look when his head turns to me. Without looking away, he slams the knife in the Guardian’s stomach, only a few inches from the previous wound. Seeing me watching, he smirks.

      “I don’t want to sever his spine.” Turning back to the screaming Guardian, he chuckles, raising goosebumps over my arms. “Not, yet anyway.”

      “Please…” the Guardian whimpers.

      “You better start talking,” speaking softly, Sebastian pulls the blade out slowly. “Try no lies this time.”

      “Kali!” screaming the name, it’s like the gates were broken on the secret he was trying to hide. “Kali sent me.”

      “Why? So Khan can find our weak points and attack?” Snarling, Sebastian stabs the man’s thigh in anger. “What have you told them?”

      To my disbelief, the Guardian starts laughing like a lunatic.

      “Khan?” Crazy laughter raises the hairs on the back of my neck. “Khan is the last of your concerns, Italian.” Sneering, the man’s eyes are feverish with madness. “He is just a puppet that my mistress uses. You think you are almighty and safe here?” Turning those wild eyes on me, he laughs in my face, blood and spittle flying out of his mouth. “You think she will save you from what’s coming?” A wet cough sprays blood over my face, making me jerk away from him. “You are too late. I will wait for you in Hell!”

      He mumbles something in a language I don’t understand. It sounds vile and guttural, the words harsh and snapping in the air like a whip. My heart jumps in my throat, making me dizzy, but I have no time to worry about that. A blast of air sends all of us flying, hitting appliances and counters with loud crashing sounds. My body screams in protest, the bones breaking and mending at the same time, and I almost blackout. Shouts reverberate around me, but I can’t take my eyes away from the bloodied man on top of the island. His body spasms, jerking and twisting in unnatural angles until it explodes, sending gore, guts, and body parts like projectiles at us. Covering my head with my arms, I curl up in, hoping not to get as much debri stuck on me. When silence finally spreads, with my ears ringing like a church bell where I’m crouched, I unfold my arms and look around.

      “Minchia!” Sebastian rushes, pulling me up and checking me for injuries, his hands roaming my body from head to toe so he can assure himself that I’m whole. Marcus and Andrei amble towards us, limping and swaying as they do. I still stare at the spot where the Guardian literally exploded by saying a few words, my jaw touching my chest in shock.

      With trembling hands, I grip Sebastian’s forearms, opening my mouth to ask him what the hell that was. My words are stuck in my throat when the hotel shudders around us, and an enormous explosion sends me down on my knees.
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      “Marcus!” Sebastian growls, pulling me off the floor along with himself.

      “On it!” Marcus disappears with Andrei right on his heels.

      “What the fuck was that?” I hate the fearful sound of my voice, but my ears are ringing, and I can’t stop my hands from shaking. Even my teeth are chattering, the extended fangs piercing the skin of my lower lip.

      “I will check as soon as I get you out of here.” Swiping his thumb over my lips to clear out the blood, Sebastian looks troubled.

      Anxiety makes me shift on my feet like a frightened rabbit. Sebastian never looks troubled. I mean, the guy glared at the Council while wrapped in chains and locked inside a crystal coffin for fuck's sake. If he is edgy, then the rest of us should run around screaming in fear.

      “Like hell you are leaving me behind, buddy.” Yanking my arm out of his grip, I wipe my sweaty and gore-covered hands over the equally disgusting jeans. “Eww, I have that guys guts all over me.”

      My comment did what it was intended to do. His lips quirk at the corners for a second, and I blow out a breath. I can do this. You are a monster, April. A badass one. Reminding myself that I’m no longer a human hiding from the creatures in the world helps. Not much, but at least I stop shaking and my teeth are not making a clinking sound.

      “I don’t know why I expected anything else from you.” His eyes soften for a split moment before he squares his shoulders.

      I snap to attention like a good little trooper, as well.

      “Where are we going?” Practically jogging to keep up with his longer strides, my head swings around, looking at all the distractions in the hallways. “And couldn’t they do this while it was still nighttime? They had to wait until my bitchy self is sleeping to try and attack.”

      “It does seem rather peculiar, yes.” Not looking at me, he keeps moving purposely towards the lobby, dragging me along with him.

      “Maybe that was the plan?” Gripping his hand tighter when it almost slips through my slick- fingers, I flare my nostrils in anger. “They want to kill me while I’m not strong enough to fight them all.”

      Men and women, all dressed in a black uniform, run around us, giving us wide-eyed stares and jerky nods before disappearing through the hallways, doing who knows what. Occasionally, I jump up, tugging hard on Sebastian’s hand so I can see over their heads and shoulders, looking for Marcus and Andrei. The hotel is in chaos. Shouts and commands are yelled from one end to the other, answering hollers followed by the thumping sounds of footsteps.

      Everyone is running.

      “Don’t fret, my redemption. If it’s daylight, it’s only humans they sent.” Tightening his fingers on mine, he gives me a reassuring squeeze. I’m not the least bit reassured, I’ll tell you that much. “We can deal with humans easily.”

      By this point, we reached the front lobby, frustration making me grind my teeth when I see the beautiful glass from the entrance shattered all over the crème tiles and oriental rugs. First, the assholes go and walk around the tunnels of my sewer, using it like it belongs to them. Now they come to my hotel—yes, I claimed the hotel as well since I’m stuck here—and they destroy this, too, like it belongs to them. Anger surges through me, and I see everything around me through a red haze.

      The thick drapes are pulled tightly closed to keep the sunlight away from all the vampires positioned next to the windows, gripping all sorts of weapons in their clawed hands. Sebastian glides smoothly over debris and patches on the floor covered with bright yellow light from the holes in the front of the hotel. That betrays his declaration that he can deal quickly with the humans until the sun goes down. He can’t, but you can. The stupid voice in my head jolts me to a stop. Do I really want to attack humans? No, no I don’t.

      Sebastian leads us to a window on the far right of the lobby where the shadows are darkest. I notice he can see through the gaps outside without being directly in the daylight. I don’t know why I’m surprised that he always finds a loophole to know everything and turn things his way, but I am. To my shock, I understand that I actually admire that about him. If I were more like Sebastian, I wouldn’t be in the situation I’m in right now. While the internal debates and stupid random thoughts eat me alive, silence spreads around the hotel, not even a shifting of clothing or a deep breath breaking it.

      Another blast rocks the ground, and the walls of the hotel groan, raining dust and plaster on all of us. Wrapping an arm around me, Sebastian holds me upright when I would’ve ended up on my ass.   

      No one moves.

      When the dust and quacking stops, everyone is in the same position as before, their bodies and faces covered in gray power, turning them into statues with live gazes focused at something outside.

      “Are we waiting on them to come inside?” Unable to stay quiet any longer, I jab my elbow in Sebastian’s side.

      I can feel all eyes snap in my direction, Sebastian glancing down to look at my face. Pressing my lips in a firm line, I glare at him. It’s not like I yelled the question. Whatever his problem is, he can deal with it. This is my first official fight as a monster, not counting my rescue mission when I dragged him out of the coffin like the stupid little fool that I am. I was only half a monster at the time, even though I wasn’t aware of that little fact since I didn’t have fangs or claws. I have questions, damn it.

      “Well?” Undeterred by his stern look, I lift my chin defiantly.

      “No.” Amusement twinkles in his dark eyes and one side of his lips lifts slightly up. “We do not wait for them to come inside, my redemption. We go after them.” Cupping my face in his hand, he glides his fingers to my jaw, turning my head to the side. “Look.”

      As if waiting on his words, dozens of Guardians start pouring out of the stairway entrance, moving stealthily through the lobby and heading straight for the front doors. Stiffening, I brace myself, watching them going up in smoke, but to my disbelief, they walk through the rays of daylight unflinching.

      Humans.

      Dressed in black just like the Guardians plastered to the walls, they spread out, going in different directions as soon as they exit the doors. They all look buffed and like they know what they’re doing. I knew we had humans here with us, but I’ve never seen these people before. Have they been hiding? If so, then where? Glinting at their chests as they pass like a river pouring out through the front entrance gets my attention. Flicking my eyes from one to the other, I see they all wear something that the vampire Guardians do not. A thick cord is tight around their necks with a fist-size medallion hanging on it, swaying with each step they take. Tiny crystals from it are blinking when they catch the light.

      “What do they have around their necks?” Curiosity makes me blurt things out.

      “Protection,” Sebastian says proudly, and I snap my gaze to him.

      “Protection from what exactly?”

      “Magic.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Sebastian

      

      

      

      I can see clearly on April’s face that she struggles to accept the fact we are dealing with a mage. Why this out of all things bothers her so much I don’t know. Many emotions cross her expressive face, from disbelief to incredulity, until they finally settle on doubt. I can work with that.

      “We already talked about this.” She opens her mouth to answer but just shakes her head, sending her hair flying around her shoulders. “Why is it so hard to accept this, my redemption? Out of everything you have seen, of what you know that we are, magic is what tops the glass?”

      “Stupid, I know.” Chuckling uneasily, she turns to watch the last of the humans disappear through the doors. “I know you said the Council used a mage and magic when they killed me, or that version of me, centuries ago, and I must say that’s easy to believe. Like fairytales, magic used so long ago is easier to accept than the fact that someone is using it now.”

      “Go see for yourself.” Keeping to the shadows, I creep along the wall, getting closer to a hole in the wall the size of a chair. “Stay hidden, we don’t know how many are out there.”

      “They’re flying on brooms or something?’ Murmuring, April leans on the wall, her fingers gripping it tightly when she bends to peek through the broken bricks.

      I move along with her, her back pressed to my chest, so I can snatch her away if she is seen. There is a movement on the other side of the barricade we made around the hotel. My body hums with power, pebbling April’s skin where I grip her upper arms. She tilts her face, sniffing the air experimentally. I can feel where the magic is brewing from the left side across the street. She, on the other hand, ignores that, but keeps flaring her nostrils.

      “Do you smell that?” mumbling under her breath, she cranes her neck to look at me. “What is that spiciness in the air?”

      She did this earlier in the kitchens with the mole. Keeping my face calm, I search her eyes for anything that will tell me this is indeed something in the air from the blasts and not some unheard of development that I never expected. I know we can feel things like lies, or magic, but only through our senses, bonds, or instincts.. To be able to smell it…I’ve never heard of that before. It’s not a trait of a vampire, that much I know.

      “What does it smell like?” Inhaling, I sort through the scents that assault my senses, trying to pinpoint what got her attention.

      “I don’t know, it’s like breathing in sharply while standing on top of a…” she yelps when I throw us both to the side, covering her body with my own.

      “…fire” she finishes her sentence, the words muffled in my chest.

      Luckily, she was pointing in the direction that whatever she was smelling was coming from. I saw the ball of fire hurled at the place we were watching a second before it collided with the wall, sending sparks all over the lobby. April can smell magic. I stay on top of her, incredulity warring with my rational brain. She can smell, not feel things.

      “Get off me.” At the stifled command, I roll to the side, taking her with me.

      “Where else do you smell the strange scent?” Waving a hand at one of the crouched Guardians, I watch her keenly. “Can you tell without getting too close to the open areas?”

      April doesn’t answer. Her eyebrows pull tightly in concentration when she closes her eyes and lifts her face in the air. A shiver passes through my body at how animalistic her behavior is, even compared to a predator like me. Her nostrils flare, and her head moves from side to side before her eyes snap open, focusing on me.

      “It’s faint, a lot less noticeable than when I was at the hole over there.” Waving a hand at the destroyed wall, she glances warily at the Guardian that answered my call. “But I can smell it coming from the exact opposite side too.”

      “Send the humans to check,” I address the Guardian, not taking my gaze from hers.

      “Is it magic?” She snorts and slaps a hand over her mouth. “Sorry, I know it’s not funny, but I can’t help it. Anyway, is it magic I’m smelling?”

      “It would appear so, yes.”

      “Can you smell it?” With an arched eyebrow, she jams her hands on her hips.

      “No.”

      “Great! A freak among monsters.” Shaking her head, she turns around in a circle before stopping and facing me again. “Will this trait help to stop the asshole before he brings the hotel down on top of our heads?”

      Two more hits rock the walls, sending bricks and furniture flying in the air around us. Ignoring the daylight streaming through the gaping holes that are rapidly growing, I grab April in my arms and bolt for the stairway. Clouds of smoke bellow around us, even after I push us both in the blessed darkness.

      “Oh, my God, you are smoking.” April frantically pets my chest and arms, making me wince when her fingers touch the tender skin trying to heal from the sun’s rays. “What the hell is the matter with you?” Grunting, I can’t hide the shock when she punches me right in the sternum.

      “I will not have you harmed.” Growling at her, I catch her fist in my hand when she swings at my head.

      “I can walk in the sun, you idiot.” Seething, she is trembling in rage. “You, on the other hand, will turn into a lump of roasted meat!”

      “I didn’t know you cared so much.” Smirking at her, I hide how her words spread warmth through my chest.

      “I don’t.” Snapping, she yanks her hand back. “I’d just rather deal with your know-it-all ass than the Council right now. That’s all.”

      “Right.” Chuckling, I wink at her, making her bristle. She’s beautiful when she’s angry.

      “Oh, you…”

      Her angry words are cut off when two explosions shock the hotel, and the building collapses on top of us.
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      I think that my bones have bones because I feel the pain of all of them breaking. If that was not enough, the excruciating pain of everything healing back together and returning to its rightful place finally makes me blackout. Not enough to go unconscious. I’m not that lucky. I can still hear the shouts and muffled words somewhere above the roof and stairs covering my body. So I wait. I know I’ll eventually crawl out of this grave they made for me, but I need my arms for that, and by the way my fingers are twitching uncontrollably I know they are not healed yet.

      I really need a break, I think to myself while grinding my teeth, so I don’t cry out in pain. Crushed pieces of brick sting my eyes when I try to open them. Blinking profusely, I let the tears run down the sides of my face in hopes it’ll clear the stubby little bastards before I go blind.

      “She is under there, dig.” Sebastian’s deep voice snaps from somewhere above me.

      Of course, he is already out. I don’t doubt the broken building even bowed to the arrogant ass while moving away from him. Sometimes, I honestly believe that even the ground he is walking on is in awe of his presence. That’s just the aura he has surrounding him, and it leaves the rest of us following like puppets.

      Funny how my mind decides to concentrate on stupid things just to avoid thinking about the pain.

      “April?” This time it’s Marcus, and he sounds like he is right next to me.

      Delirious from the agony from my mending bones, I snicker, imagining all three of them standing on top of broken pieces of the building with smoke billowing around them while they slowly burn alive. The gruesome thought snaps my eyes open and, ignoring the crushed rock and hurt, I curl my arms at my chest and start pushing on the concrete wall pressing me down.

      “No!” The scream sounds like it’s in my head thanks to the tiny pocket of air I have available around me. “Run! Don’t die because of me. I’ll get myself out.”

      “She’s here.” Marcus sounds excited.

      “Of course I’m here, jackass. Get away from the sun.” I think my right arm is not healed yet because I feel the bone ripping into a muscle when I push on the flat wall. “If my arms heal awkwardly, I’m going to bring your ass to life just so I can kill you myself.”

      The wall flies off me, and I blink stupidly, wondering if the panic has given me enough strength to fling it away one-handed. Of course it is the Sire asshole looking down at me with worry in his dark eyes who removed it. My idea to look like a badass goes down the drain when I forget about the still broken arm, and I use it to lift myself up. With a pathetic yowl, I drop back down, cradling it to my chest.

      “She’s fine,” Sebastian says dryly, pissing me off. “Even more stubborn than ever.”

      I glare at him. He smirks.

      “At least your ass is not on fire. Unfortunately.”

      I glance quickly at Marcus and Andrei, who are choking and coughing to cover a laugh. I think these two will eventually swallow their tongues with all the times they are suppressing their laughter. All my thoughts disappear when I see the dark sky above our heads.

      “How long was I under the rubbles?”

      “A few hours.” Scooping me up, Sebastian stands up. “It took a while to come around. Then we had to wait for the sun to go down before crawling out from under the wreckage.” 

       “Did the mages kill the humans?” I flop around, trying to look around us, and Sebastian almost drops me.

      “Calm down, April. Only a few were lost.” Squeezing the words through clenched teeth, he tightens his hands around me, trapping me to his chest.

      “You really need to stop telling me to calm down when I’m angry.” Snapping at him, I shake with the urge to slap him. “It pisses me off more.”

      “Let’s move away from the open, shall we?” Ignoring my outburst, he turns, walking over broken pieces of the hotel. “You can be as angry with me and you’d like as long as we are away from prying eyes.”

      “Did we get them?” Deciding it’s not worth it to argue with his stubborn ass, I stare at the broken lobby. “The magic assholes, I mean. Did we kick their ass?”

      “No,” he snarls, pulling my attention to his face. “After they brought half of the building down, they must’ve left. The humans were guarding the destroyed lobby while we recovered. No one attacked after that.”

      “Humph…”

      “What?” At my huff, he looks down at me.

      “It just sounds stupid.” Shrugging a shoulder, I turn to see Marcus and Andrei, who are walking next to us. They climb over bricks and furniture with thoughtful expressions on their smudged faces. “All that hassle so they can leave when most of us are incapacitated. It’s not what I would’ve done, but I’m not a mage so…”

      “And what would you have done, my redemption?” Sebastian moves like a goat over everything, not taking his eyes off me.

      “I would’ve dug them all out to kill them.” I’m surprised to feel that I actually spoke the truth. I’ll feel no remorse killing those idiots. “Or…” When I trail off, he nudges me with his chest in a silent demand to keep talking. “If I couldn’t do that, or I didn’t have time, I would try to hide close by so I can do it the first chance I get.”

      “Precisely.” He smiles at me proudly.

      “If I had any doubt these two are a perfect match, I don’t have it anymore,” Marcus tells Andrei conversationally, like we are not even here.

      “Ha, ha,” I tell him blandly before ignoring their chuckling. “So, what’s the plan? We search for them?”

      “I find it peculiar that you are your normal self.” Sebastian grouses, dismissing my question.

      My entire body freezes, realizing how right his words are. It’s nighttime, the crescent moon the only light in the dark, cloudless sky. And I’m me, April I mean. I’m not angry, nor do I see through a red haze. Is it possible that I somehow returned to normal? Then I remember my rapidly healing bones, and I throw that stupid idea out of my mind. Grinning as wide as my mouth can stretch, I look at all three of them.

      “I’m me! You guys, I’m not a crazy, murderous monster anymore.” If I expected cheering, I was disappointed.

      Ignoring my excitement and pooping on my parade, the three of them talk like I’m not there. I so want to scratch both their eyes out, but then I remind myself I’m not a crazy monster anymore, so I keep grinning like an idiot, tuning them out completely. That’s until the asshole carrying me kills my smile, as per usual.

      “I have a theory. And we are just about to test it.”

      He stops walking, and I see we are halfway through the hotel. The destroyed part is at our back. In front of us is the still standing end of the building. Large pieces of the broken walls have been dragged and propped up to cover the open part like a fence around a house. Cracks between them are left open, wide enough for one person to walk through. After Sebastian’s statement about having a theory, anxiety gnaws in my stomach, and I want to jump out of his arms and bolt back the way I came from.

      “This theory of yours…” I keep staring at the gap between the propped walls like I’m expecting something to jump at me. “Is it me turning into a monster as soon as we enter the standing part of the hotel?”

      “No.” I release the breath that I was holding way too soon. “It’s anger turning you irrational when the blood of the others is within sniffing distance.”

      ‘I’m not a dog!” Snapping at him, my eyes widen. “Dog! Where is my dog? Mutt!” A scream is ripped from my chest, scenarios of the poor dog being crushed under the rubble playing in my head and going from bad to worse.

      “He is alive, April.” Marcus hurries to reassure me. “I went to fetch him while Andrei helped Sebastian search for you. He wasn’t in the room I left him in, or under and rubble in that area. My guess is he somehow snuck out and will return at any moment.”

      “Unless he is crushed under something.” My chest feels too tight.

      I can’t feel him around the building, my redemption.” Sebastian gets my attention, and I watch him, praying he is right. “That creature is too smart for his own good. I don’t doubt he sensed something isn’t right and broke free to investigate. He’s done it before, once or twice during the nights.” His mouth twists unhappily.

      “You better be right. I’m going to destroy everything if something happens to my mutt.” If they thought I was a bloodthirsty monster before, they don’t know what’s coming if I don’t find Mutt.

      “He will come.” Kissing the top of my head, he peers at me through his thick lashes. “Ready?”

      “As ready, as I’ll ever be.” Blowing an anxious breath out, and with thoughts of Mutt being hurt somewhere under the destruction, I brace myself when he crosses the hole between the propped walls.
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      Nothing.

      Ready to jump out of my skin from worry, here I am, stiff as a board in Sebastian’s arms, but no switch is being flipped in my head. After long moments, ignoring his penetrating stare with great effort, I release my breath.

      “You were wrong.” If I sound too happy to tell him he is wrong, it’s because I am.

      He lost the know-it-all title, and I have every intention of reminding him of that. Since I’m immortal now, I think I’ll get over it in a century or two. Or, maybe not. Smiling at him sweetly, I bat my eyelashes, his scowl not deterring me one little bit.

      “Maybe it takes time.” Marcus chirps hopefully, and I pale at the comment.

      “Cazzo!” Andrei snaps at him.

      “You can call me a dick all you want.” Marcus snarls. “She was breathing dust and eating rubble for hours. All I’m saying is, it might take time.”

      “An excellent point, amico.” Sebastian, the asshole, smiles at that. Walking further into what’s left of the hotel with a bounce in his step, he irks the shit out of me.

      I stay quiet while watching the hallways, as if expecting a mage to jump at us from the walls. The further he takes me inside, the antsier I feel. We pass doors to meeting rooms in silence, all of us lost in thought. All of us except Sebastian, that is. I honestly believe I can hear the gears turning in that head of his. It’s frustrating as hell.

      The thought jars me out of riling myself up. Marcus might have a point since I do feel angrier by the second, and each step he takes amps it up even more. With a herculean effort, I push all feelings of anger and frustration out of my head. I will prove him wrong.

      “If you were a crazy ass mage planning to kill a ton of people, where would you hide?” Deciding to keep my mind busy with anything else but how I feel, I look expectantly at Sebastian’s profile.

      “I wouldn’t hide.” His lips twitch. “I’m also not a mage.”

      “You don’t say.” Sarcasm drips from my words. “Andrei, where would you hide?” Ignoring Marcus because he was kissing ass to his Sire, I twist in Sebastian’s arms to look at the other man.

      Shrugging a shoulder, he smiles a boyish smile at me. “Close enough so that I can pick them out one by one. But I’m trained in stealthy killings.” He shrugs again, “It’s what I do.”

      “What? Like an assassin?” A shiver runs up and down my spine.

      He is so easy going, it’s hard to wrap my mind around the idea that he can slit my throat with a smile on his face. I can totally see it happening, too. If anyone would be good at that, it’d be Andrei. You’d never expect it or see it coming.

      “An assassin,” Sebastian emphasizes the word. “There is no ‘like’ in that statement.”

      “And you?” I finally turn to Marcus. “What are you when you’re not kissing Sebastian’s ass?”

      “I train the Guardians.” He looks hurt at my jab but fuck him. He made me anxious as hell with his helpful ideas.

      I sink into silence, thinking how silly I am to never have asked these questions. It never dawned on me that they’d have jobs or positions that they do daily. In my head, I stupidly thought they were monsters that wait crouched in the shadows to pounce on unsuspecting humans and drink their blood. Even after I became one of them, I never gave it a second thought. Does that mean I’ll have a position too? What on earth will I be doing? Scaring the Guardians around the hotel? Here comes April, the scarecrow.

      We reach closed double doors while I’m lost imagining myself running behind screaming Guardians while waving my hands in the air. Sebastian might not be far from the truth when he thinks I’m crazy. No sane person does what I do. But I don’t know any mentally healthy people, so how would I know? To my relief, before I go down that rabbit hole, Marcus pushes the doors open.

      All eyes are on us when we enter the vast reception hall that I haven’t explored before now. The tables are all pushed to the sides, leaving everything clear for vampires and humans to sprawl around on the marble tiles. To my horror, most of them are in a different state of dress, some of them even writhing and grinding, not bothered by the presence of others. Vampires are feeding and fucking, and no one bats an eye. No one but me. I’m batting my eyes a lot, I’ll say that much.

      “What the hell.” My breathless words get stuck when I hear an excited whine, and a blur of fur hurls itself at Sebastian’s legs. “Mutt!” With a shout, I jump out of his arms and fall on top of my dog.

      Mutt keeps whining and panting, his tail doing double time on the helicopter thing while his raspy tongue bathes my face, cleaning out all the grime and dirt smudged on it. I laugh loudly, forgetting all about the rest of the occupants in the room clinging to him like a lifeline. Tears stream down my cheeks, but Mutt is not bothered. He just keeps panting and wiggling as if he missed me as much as I missed him.

      “I missed you so much, you furry little shit!” Hitting the tiles with my butt when he bumps his chest on me, I roll around with him. “You are alive!” Finally the fear for him drains out of me, leaving me limp on the floor.

      Useless or not, fear was eating me alive that I’d never see him again. I didn’t even dare hope, in case the bitch decided to kick me in the guts. So I pushed it in the darkest corners of my mind until it broke like a dam when I saw him.

      “I found him sniffing around the ruins,” a familiar voice speaks nearby, and I stiffen, tightening my arms around Mutt.

      “Thank you, Sara.” Sebastian inclines his head politely while I glare at him.

      He looks at me pointedly.

      Pressing my lips tighter, I keep my glower, not even turning to the traitor. Bringing Mutt back is not enough for me to look at her. He would’ve come back on his own, I tell myself sternly when guilt pings in my chest. After staring at me for so long I almost think he fell asleep with opened eyes, Sebastian blinks, disappointment evident on his face, and he flicks his hand, dismissing the traitor. I can hear the soft footfalls moving away. I don’t care.

      “Sire, there is a movement outside the walls.” A Guardian I’ve never seen before comes to stand next to Sebastian.

      With a meaningful look aimed at Marcus and Andrei, he throws one more glance at me where I’m still laying on the floor with the dog pressed to my chest, turns around, and walks away. I still can’t find it in me to care. My nose twitches when loose hairs from Mutt tickle me and a loud sneeze echoes around me. It’s followed by another, and another, until I end up a hot, snotty, sneezing mess.

      “April, are you okay?” Andrei is crouched next to me, concern pinching his face.      

       Nodding frantically, I can’t even answer him from my sneezing fit. He rubs his large hand on my back, not moving away while Mutt folds his front paws down and leans his head on them, watching me with his big brown eyes like he knows something I don’t. When I finally catch a break, a tissue is shoved under my nose, and I snatch it gratefully. Keeping my eyes on the marble tiles, I blow in it, embarrassment burning my cheeks when the sound bounces in the silent hall.

       Mutt whines pitifully at me, and I smile. My nose clears, and not looking like a snotty mess, I lift my head up and take a deep breath. Two floppy ears snap up, pointing at the ceiling a second before everything around me is covered in a red haze.

      I guess Marcus the ass kisser had a good point after all.
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        Sebastian

      

      

      

      The sound of my shoes clicking on the floor is the only thing breaking the pregnant quiet that blankets the hotel.

      “Minchia!” Cussing, not knowing what my snapped ”fuck” is aimed at, I rub a hand over my face.

      The male jumps slightly at my outburst. He knows better than to say anything or even to turn my way. With rigid shoulders, he keeps walking purposely at the ruined, patched up part of our nest. What a disaster this whole thing turned out to be.

      For April’s sake, I waste my time, waiting on some miracle that will awaken the matron that she was born, and reborn, to be. And for what? To have vermin destroy what I have claimed to protect.

      Unacceptable!

      In hindsight, I realize I allowed my heart to rule my actions. And that can get us all killed, or trapped somewhere underground while the Council gloats and torments us for centuries. Like a lovesick fool, I follow at the heels of a wisp of a woman, instead of standing my ground and sticking to the original plan. Thinking with my dick, I’ll let hundreds of people down while they trusted me with their very lives and the lives of those they protect.

      “Minchia!” snapping even louder, I glare at everything around me.

      “It was here we saw the movement, Sire.” The male speaks, his posture stiff as if ready to bolt at any moment.

        While stewing in anger, we have reached the far end of what’s left of our nest. Following his outstretched arm, I inch closer to the opening between the broken walls peering into the darkness. They have destroyed all the street lights and possibly killed the power to the entire block. A dark silver hue covers everything while I scan as far as my eyes can see. A body moves between stacked up vehicles on my left, and I lean forward, concentrating on that area. Another movement, someone slinking closer, makes me grip the wall, cracking it under my fingers.

      I need to kill something. To remove at least a little from the guilt that’s slamming and rattling my chest, I’ll need to take it out on a vermin. Even if it’s not a Council member. Leaning further out between the walls and preparing to attack whoever it is hiding in the shadows, I don’t notice the trap before it’s too late.

      My head snaps in the direction of the male that led me here when he starts murmuring a chant in the ancient language we heard from the mole. My fangs drop down, and my claws snap out, but I feel the magic like a snake coiling around my chest. Staggering, I reach sluggishly to get hold of the scum, but my arm is too heavy, and it flops to my side.

      “Betrayer!” Slurring the words, I watch him grin at me menacingly.

      He better pray I don’t survive whatever this is. Because if I do, he and everything he holds dear and everything he values will be mine for the taking. And I will take. Oh, how I will take and relish the screams and the tears. My chest feels like it will explode at any moment, dark spots dancing at the corners of my eyes when I drop to my knees.

      April. Her name floats through my hazy mind. Even if I brought this on my head, I still can’t find it in me to regret it. In my final moments, I understand clearly that she is worth to me more than my honor, my pride, or my thirst for revenge. She is worth everything, and I will not be able to protect her. Panic surges through my veins, but the darkness pulls me deeper into its cursed embrace no matter how I struggle to stay here for her. I’m sorry, my redemption, I tell her if only in my mind. And I truly am sorry for everything I have put her through.

      Slapping my hands on the dirty floors, I stay there on all fours, my head hanging limply between my shoulders. My ears are ringing, the pressure creating a cacophony of sounds in my head. And then it all stops. Sucking in a deep breath, I topple over, dropping on my back, shaking and staring at the half-broken ceiling.

      “I figured you could use a hand, tesoro.” April’s husky accented voice lifts my head up so I can look at her. “Don’t worry, you still look good enough to eat.” Grinning at me, she snaps the neck of the betrayer.

      She didn’t kill him. She only incapacitated him, saving him for later when I can stand on my feet and do what I have promised him in my mind.

      “How?” I cough when the words hurt my raw throat.

      “I guess Marcus was right.” Shrugging, she drops the limp body at her feet. “I had a sneezing fit, had to blow my nose that apparently cleared all that was blocking my sense of smell, and here I am. In all my glory.” She spreads her arms wide, winking at me.

      Chuckling, I shake my head, dropping down on my back. I can feel my strength returning with each passing second. Soon I’ll be up on my feet, just not yet. April comes closer, standing protectively over me, her head moving while she studies our surroundings.

      “How is it that this jerk used magic?”

      All the humor is gone from her beautiful face when she looks down at me. Her hair falls over her shoulders like a curtain. My fingers twitch with the need to wrap it in my hand. But she makes a valid point. What exactly is the Council doing? Breeding hybrids of a vampire and mage? Because the betrayer was a vampire, there is no doubt about that.

      “Was he a mage?” April frowns, giving the heap on the ground a quick glance.

      “No.” Pushing myself up, I take her offered hand to stand up. “That’s what I was thinking too. It seems the Council has more secrets than I originally thought.”

      “What? That vampires use magic?” She laughs without humor. “I could’ve told you that if you asked. What have you been learning before you decided to bring me back and take on the Council?”

      “You knew?” Looking at her sharply, I feel like kicking myself.

      “It’s not a secret, Tesoro.” Dismissing me with a wave of her tiny hand, she turns towards the gap at the entrance. “But we can chat about it later, no? Let’s go have some fun first. I feel like snapping a few more necks before I wake them up for a meeting.” Without waiting for an answer, she disappears in the night like the wind.

      I keep underestimating her and treating her like fragile glass while doing more damage than actually helping her. She is fragile, yes. But not like glass. She is fragile like a ticking bomb. And I’m the one holding the button.

      With a wicked smile, I follow her in the darkness.
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      I’m not sure if I prefer to be aware of myself when the monster inside me takes over my body and mind. Something definitely changes, so here I am, a passenger going for a ride on a killing spree. Oh, the joy!

      Being free outside in the night has the same feeling I get when the sun comes out, and I know I’ll be in my right mind again. It makes it evident that she loves the darkness as much as I love the light. Two sides of a coin.

      Pushing myself off a large piece of a tear out wall, I sail through the air, tuck and roll, landing in a crouch next to some pulverized metal that used to be a car. Sebastian follows, his muscular arms pumping, slapping his palms on a large pile of the broken building, propelling himself in the air to end right next to me. His smile is addicting, so I grin at him in return.

      Cocking his head with an unfocused gaze, he is unnaturally still. Adrenalin is pumping through my veins, the call of the hunt making me quake in my shoes. Lifting my face to the silvery moon above us, I sniff the air. The spicy scent pulls me in two directions, forcing me to shake my head like that will clear it out.

      Sebastian wraps his fingers around my forearm, and my eyes snap open, focusing on his face. With a small smile, he cups my face, his thumb rasping gently over my cheekbone. He blinks from behind his hooded gaze and tilts his chin, pointing towards the opposite side from where we are crouched between the debris. The message is clear. He has heard or sensed one of them, and he’ll be heading for the mage. Since he is still searching my face expectantly, I guess I better relay my plan too.

      Jamming a thumb over my shoulder, I point at my own target. It’s much closer, almost on top of us, leaving me surprised that he didn’t zero in on it first. The shock is evident with his raised eyebrow and the fast glance he sends in the direction I point. Shrugging sheepishly, I pull my arm away from his grasp. I don’t get far when he draws my face closer and gives me a soft kiss, just a brush of his lips over mine, before he pulls away. I can tell he wants to say something because the air around us gets thick with tension and something I’m not willing to name. Luckily for me, we don’t have time to waste on the spiciness all around us.

      Pivoting on my toes, still crouching at the smashed car, I turn my back on him. My claws are extended, and soundlessly I creep up the pile of broken metal like a spider hunting a fly. A smile tugs at my lips at that analogy. Sebastian’s gaze follows me to the top where I stay curled up, clinging to the shattered windows of what used to be a pickup truck.

      And then the feeling of his attention is gone.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I find the spot where I left him, empty like we’ve never been there. My heart gives a hard thump in my chest, the memory of seeing him on his hands and knees as pale as a corpse too fresh in my mind. It surges the anger inside me to a whole new level. These assholes have no honor, no remorse, and definitely no mercy when it comes to getting what they want. I will show them nothing less.

      The sound of a few pebbles hitting metal and asphalt alerts me to the mage slinking closer to me. I can smell the zing of his magic, and it burns my nostrils. My fangs throb in my gums, and the desire to throw myself at him and tear him to pieces with only my teeth and hands is like a living thing pressing against my heart. My claws tighten on the metal, the screeching sound loud like a bullet in the night.

      I freeze.

      Cursing my own inability to control my emotions, I almost release my hold and pummel to the ground, but then I realize it’s me making it difficult to get rid of this asshole. In my trepidation and because I’m aware of my actions, I’m messing up my monster while she hunts.

      Like a reprimanded child, I shrink back further in the recess of my mind. I’ll never find a solution to my messed-up life if I’m dead. And with that realization, I can feel her pride in me, confusing the hell out of my thought process.

      The pile of cars where I’m still clinging to like a lifeline, rocks with the force of a truck slamming it from the other side. My feet slip from the bracket where I press my toes, and only my embedded claws save me from splattering on the ground. I sway like a pendulum, the sharp jutting pieces of metal slicing the skin of my front and back like I’m rolling on broken glass. Grinding my teeth, I flail my legs to get leverage and stop the momentum.

      Sebastian’s handsome face, when he was holding my wrist while I was hanging from the window of his room, comes to the front of my mind. “I will kill you,” I told him that night. And he simply said, “I know.” Not releasing his tight hold, he had pulled me in and set my feet on solid ground.

      I guess my mind picks him to think of when I’m in excruciating pain. Go figure.

      My toe finds something sticking far enough out to stop me from swinging and shredding my skin deeper than it already is. As soon as I’m stable, the skin knits back together, all traces of injuries gone in before I have time to see them properly, except the blood soaking my shirt and jeans.

      Great, another pair of pants ruined. I just can’t catch a break.

      Excited panting puffs up in the stillness of the night. It’s coming right next to my head from the other side of the broken car. This asshole is either stupid, or he believes that whatever magic he threw at the piled-up vehicles has gotten me good. The rustling of clothing, although barely perceptible to human ears, is as loud as opening a bag of chips next to my face. He is climbing up. How nice of him.

      Reaching to my left, I grab hold of a protruding pipe and jerk myself to the side, as silent as a phantom. With a smile that hurts my cheeks, I crawl to the top, lifting slightly over to peek on the other side. And there he is, sweat dripping on the sides of his face, and arms shaking from the effort to pull himself up higher.

      Ducking down, I blink a few times. The asshole is human. There is no mistaking that. How’s that even possible? Humans don’t have magic. Not that I know of anyway. Bewildered, I stick my head out again to take a second look. Yup! He is sweating up a storm, and the stench of it is getting stronger, overpowering the smell of magic by the second.

      I don’t really care.

      This means I don’t have to be that careful when I’m dealing with him. As long as I stay away from his magical blasts, I'm good. With that in mind, I fling myself over and land silently a few feet above him, while he is still concentrating on finding a handhold to pull himself up. Leaning a shoulder and crossing my feet at the ankles, I fold my arms over my chest.

      “Need a hand?”

      Purring, I chuckle when his face snaps up, his eyes widening comically before he slides down an inch or two, grabbing wildly at something while his body flops and hits the metal pile.

      “It’s my turn to have some fun.” Lunching for him, my body collides with his and we plummet to the ground.
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      I end up on top of him, the sound of bones breaking like music to my ears. My arm is wrapped around his head and neck, making sure he is alive, although a little worse for wear right now. His high-pitched wail drives me to drop him, and I shrink away from him with a wince. The asshole can scream, I’ll tell you that much.

      “Stop screaming!” Hissing at him, I slap a hand over his mouth to silence him.

      My eyes flick around, ensuring I’m safe without anyone close enough to jump on me. Turning back to the whimpering mess, I glare at him. My hand can barely hold his mouth closed, the skin on his face slippery from the amount of sweating still coming out of his pores.

      The human’s eyes are bloodshot and large as dinner plates while he stares up at me. His body is rattling so much I can barely keep myself sitting on his chest. With a frown, I notice his skin having a gray pallor, reddish blotches like mosaic spreading all the way down to his neck and disappearing under his shirt. Lowering my face to his, I take a long whiff.

      Nothing.

      Apart from the funk of his sweat and some residual scent of the magic, there is nothing strange. Come to think of it, his fear doesn’t smell normal. The terror rattling his body is real, but not aimed at me. What the hell? Pulling away to look at him again, I see his eyes jerking to the side like he expects to get help at any second. No. Not help, I realize. The terror he is feeling is from whatever lurks in the darkness around us.

      The sharp bite of spice in the air is all the warning I get. Hurling myself to the side, I roll consistently for a few long moments, the blast of fire from the spot I was occupying a second ago scorching the hairs on my arms and my clothing. Crawling like a crab on all fours, I duck behind a pyramid of a broken building and plaster my back on it, the metal bars jabbing me in the kidneys. 

         Sticking my head out real fast, I try to see as much as I can in that fleeting moment. Jerking back in astonishment, I can’t believe what my eyes see. Leaning steadily on one arm, I lurk from the edge of the pile to assure myself that I didn’t imagine it. The human is a pile of ash, and not a sound comes from him while he blazes like a supernova and dies.

      I stay like this, unmoving, waiting to see if anyone will come to investigate. There! A yard or two further from the pile of ash, a body slinks away in the shadows. Rage bubbles up inside me. Whatever that sweat was that came out of the human’s pores, they must use it to create the magical blasts they’ve been throwing at us. The poor guy was not the mage like I assumed. He was just a poor shmuck that got the short end of the straw.

      “April!” Sebastian’s roar is loud enough to wake even the ashy human from the dead.

      Rolling my eyes, I slump back behind my pyramid of debris rubbing my face tiredly. This is all so fucked up. Why can’t Sebastian just let me deal with my own shit? He had his own mage, damn it. I might not be an assassin like Andrei or as tough ass as Marcus, but I’m sure as hell a badass in my own right. And I’m definitely no longer a sewer rat.

      “April!” Sebastian hollers again, and I wince. There goes the moment of surprise for the assholes in the Council that I’m still alive and kicking, and have not added to the heap of ash.

      “Stop yelling!” Hissing, I wait for him to join me. I know he heard me, just like whoever the mage is.

       I watch in disbelief as three muscled bodies skulk through the rubble, coming my way. Sebastian, Marcus, and Andrei position themselves in front of me like a protective circle, leaving the slabs of the broken walls to guard my back. Hiding my face in my hands, I groan pitifully. This really can’t be happening.

      “Just for the record, I had this under control.” My whisper is muffled through my fingers.

      “You are injured.” Ignoring my comment, Sebastian yanks on my shirt, and I slap his grabby hands away in frustration.

      “I healed, just like you.” When he reaches for me again, I slap his hand harder. “Stop pulling on my shirt!”

      He squints at me like he doesn’t really believe me, but something on my face makes him drop the subject. I stay glaring at him for a moment longer to make sure he keeps his hands to himself. When one side of his lips quirks up, my hackles rise. Luckily for him, the other two jerks finally turn my way.

      “Why are you all here? Go, find your own mages. I’m sure there are enough of them around us.” Pointing an accusing finger at Sebastian’s nose, I clench my jaw. “You had your own.”

      “I lost him.” Nostrils flaring, Sebastian sweeps his gaze around as if the hiding mage will wave at him from somewhere. “When I got there, the feeling faded, and then it disappeared.” Those dark eyes lock on mine. “I think they know where you are. They must’ve all flocked around here when the screeching of metal pointed at your position.”

      “The mage could’ve made the sound, you know. Why is it me that you blame straight away?” I know I sound defensive, but it irks me that he knew I did it and gave myself away. It doesn’t matter that he is right.

      “They know any sound will get them killed. You, on the other hand”—Displeasure blankets his face—“don’t give a shit if they hear you. You think you are invincible.”

      Opening my mouth to tell him exactly what I think on the subject, his comment leaves the words stuck in my throat. Putting aside this ridiculous argument, I look at all three of them in turn. Marcus and Andrei had grins on their faces, as always loving it when Sebastian and I argue, but all humor is gone when our gazes lock.

      “They are using humans.” Searching Sebastian’s face for an indication that he already knew tells me he is as baffled as I am. “The mages send them at us before hurling magic at them.”

      “Is that what happened?” Lifting his chin, he points at the pile of ash somewhere behind us.

      “Yeah.” Chewing on the inside of my mouth, I explain everything that happened until they joined me. “…and I was surprised that my fangs were an inch from his jugular, but his terror was not from me. I will bet anything that the sweat and the red blotches mean something. I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I have this feeling that I’m right.”

      “There is one way to find out.” Sebastian doesn’t have to give orders. He glances at Marcus and Andrei, and both of them glide into the shadows, disappearing from sight.

      “Why are you still here? Go, I’ll deal with it on my own.” I’m not done shooing him away before he shakes his head slowly.

      “I’m not leaving your sight.”
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      Darting from one shadow to another, I feel Sebastian breathing down my neck. He hovers around me like a woman I once saw standing around her snotty toddler with outstretched arms when the kid took his first steps. My fists clench, but I keep moving. Maybe if I ignore him long enough, he will go away. Tough chance that, but you never know.

      Gripping my shoulder, he prevents me from slinking away from him again. When I glance back, he simply tilts his chin at the rubble on our right. Following his direction, I see Marcus watching us intently, his eyes sparkling in the darkness like two small flames. He points at something on the other side of the street, right between the two buildings I hid between when coming here for the first time. Lifting the same hand, he curls his fingers, leaving two up like a peace sign. The shadows swallow him, and I turn to look at the place I’m familiar with.   

      Two mages.

      “There is enough room there for more than just two.” Speaking as low as I can, I know Sebastian hears me clearly. “It’s empty, well it was empty when I saw it last, but there are no dumpsters or any other place where they can hide. There is, however, a fire escape on one of the buildings to the right.” Pointing at it, I see he is paying close attention, so I turn back to scan the area. “It’s flat enough on the roof they can use it to get away if we give them a chance to run.”

      “Let us not give them that option, then.” He squeezes my shoulder reassuringly. “Can you get to the roof from the other side?”

      “I have no idea. I never went to the other side.” When I turn back to him, I realize he is not asking me.

      My body jolts involuntarily when I see Andrei close enough at my back that I should’ve felt him standing there. He nods at Sebastian, winks at me with a smirk, and glides away like a ghost.

      “I’m going to tie bells on all of you like cats if you keep on doing that.” Sebastian chuckles at my grumbling.

      “Let’s not waste time. Lead the way, my redemption.”

      He is back to his usual self, the tan color of his skin looking healthy instead of a corpse-like. I’ll never admit it to him how much more comfortable I can breathe knowing that. Pursing my lips, I blow out a soundless breath and move further away, leaving the hotel behind.

      Sebastian stops my progress with a hand on my arm when we are close enough to see within the alley. Not all the way through the end but enough to know they are not standing there and watching us coming. The zing of magic in the air is stronger here, and if I didn’t know better, I would almost think the mages are standing next to us.

      “They are there.” Murmuring, I don’t take my eyes away from the alley.

      “I can feel them now,” Sebastian speaks just as softly.

      Tapping on my arm, he gets my attention, and I reluctantly pull my gaze away from where the mages are hiding. He lifts a finger, pointing at the roof of the building with a fire escape. It takes me a second to spot the crouched figure in the closest corner above our heads. Andrei reached the roof. To make matters worse, he stretches one arm over the edge of the building, holding three fingers up. I guess the more the merrier.

      “If you see sweaty humans, stay the hell away from them. They go boom.” Making an exploding gesture with my fingers, I smile when Sebastian chuckles.

      “I’ll make sure to remember that.”

      “Okay, let’s go.”

       Bolting for the mouth of the alley, I take Sebastian by surprise when I shove him on the opposite side of the open space of the buildings. My back connects with the smooth wall, and I turn my head his way, grinning like an idiot at the thunderous look on his face. Sticking my tongue out, winking dramatically, I sniff the air. Oh yeah, they are still here, and not intending to go anywhere if the sharp stench in the air is any indication.

      Flipping around, I press my chest to the wall and lean slightly to get a look. My shoulder blades twitch, a feeling like someone is watching me raising the hairs on my arms, but I ignore it. I have no doubt that someone’s drilling holes in me right now. Sliding sideways just enough for one of my eyes to have a visual of the alley, I freeze.

      Three men stand in a circle facing each other. Their faces slack, eyes closed, but their mouths keep moving, saying words without a sound. Waves of that foul odor pour out of the alley, rustling the hair around the exposed side of my face. There is a sickly greenish glow around them, pulsing with each movement of their lips. Now that I’m close enough, I can tell they’re concocting something to throw at us again.  

        Pulling back, I turn to Sebastian, but he is not watching me. His face is tilted up at something above my head. I don’t panic since he is not going crazy or throwing himself at whoever or whatever it is. Slowly, I crane my neck up and look. Marcus is crawling the walls of the building I’m using as a cover, like a bug. He moves fast and with precision, not once missing a handhold or a foothold only he can see. Shaking my head, I push off the wall. There is no need to hide anymore, and ending whatever the mages are doing is more important right now.

      Knowing I have a precious second, or two before Sebastian gets in my way, I dart like an arrow inside the alley. Giggles bounce off the walls when I feel him at my back, anger radiating from him as strong as the magic slamming me in the face. The mages jerk out of their trance, but a moment too late. I plow in the middle of them like a bowling ball, taking them to the ground.

      Getting hold of a foot from the closest mage to me, I yank him under my legs, straddling his torso. Wrapping my clawed hand around his throat, I use my other one to press his mouth closed. He can dream about speaking that offensive language around me again. I feel his skin give way under the sharpness of my claws, warm fluid spurting over my fingers.

      “Ah, ah, ah. No more talking. It’s my turn now.” I strike with my fangs at his neck. But instead of feeling his blood in my mouth, I’m thrown away from him. Hitting the wall to my right with a loud oomph, I almost break the damn wall.

      Bricks and mortar rain on my head when I shake it so I can clear it. Blinking fast, I see Sebastian circling one mage, and the one I had under me is curled up in a fetal position, but the third is facing me with both hands raised in the air. Hatred twists his face, and his eyes are fevered with some insanity that sends shivers raking my body. That sickly green glow intensifies, pulsing faster, and I roll away from my spot in time to avoid the blast of fire he sends my way.

      The mage is not deterred. He turns with me, not losing me from sight while I roll around to avoid each blast of the fireballs hurdling toward me. The asshole is like a damn flame thrower. The buildings groan around us, spiking fear through me that we will end up buried again if he keeps going. Unwilling to test it if it’s possible or not, the next time he flings his fire magic my way, instead of rolling away, I dive under it and lunge right toward his legs.

      “April!” I think it’s Andrei that shouts my name, but I can’t worry about that right now.

      The asshole set my hair on fire! Now I’m really pissed.
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      Tackling the mage to the ground, I claw and bite like a feral beast at any part of him that I can reach. The foul odor of burnt hair permeates the air, clogging my nostrils and making bile rise in my mouth.

      When I collided with his legs, we ended up rolling for a few feet until we skidded to a stop in the middle of the alley. The gravel and dust put out the fire that he set to my hair, leaving me fuming with anger. My breathing is harsh, my grunts and snarls louder than him squealing like a cut pig.

      The mage finally stops twitching, and his howls and shrieks of pain silence, so I slow down the frenetic clawing until my hands just flop limply in the pile of goo left under my knees. Warm blood drips from my chin, and my lashes are heavy with the thick liquid covering my face. To my horror, my snarling hasn’t stopped. It still bounces off the walls of the buildings around us. A blast of fire hitting somewhere behind me has me flipping around so fast that blood sprays everywhere, splattering concrete and brick.

      The standing mage has Sebastian cornered, sending fireball after fireball at him and preventing him from coming to me. He twists and turns, pivoting like a dancer while avoiding each and every one. They slam into the walls and ground around him, sending flames and sparks through the air. My breath hitches when one gets too close for comfort, grazing his arm, and charring his dirt-covered shirt. Even smudged with dust and gore, he is a sight for sore eyes. Like an avenging angel, shadows and reflections of the fires dance across the planes of his handsome face, making him look terrifying and irresistible at the same time. 

      I sit listless, like an idiot, staring at him in awe until the sound of groaning metal jerks my face up. Instantaneously, my gaze locks with Andrei’s. The determined look on his face and his lips pressed in a tight white line is so unlike him my shoulders square off in reaction. Something is wrong apart from fighting these assholes, but I can’t figure out what.

      Andrei is coming down from the building fast. His large hand grips the railing of the fire escape to catapult his body a few stories down, so he repeats it again, muscles bulging under his shirt. Scrambling around, slipping twice in the pile of guts and gore, I lift myself up just in time for his boots to land soundlessly next to me.

      “One down,” I tell him because he might be blind and didn’t see me pulverizing the mage into a pulp.

      He grunts once, his fingers lifting the burnt-up ends of my hair. “You okay, bella?”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” I say little too brightly. “No more fire spitting for this one.” Flicking my fingers at the pile at my feet, I end up flicking blood and what looks to be an eyelid at Andrei.

      He lifts an eyebrow, and without taking my eyes off his face, I reach out tentatively, peeling the said eyelid off his thigh. Shaking my hand to get rid of it, I turn in a circle, looking for Marcus. I find him leaning a shoulder against the mouth of the alley, a few feet in. He is watching me acutely, his gaze still like two small burning fires in the darkness around him.

      “I think we should give Sebastian a hand.” Saying it to no one, in particular, I move to do just that.

      “Let him be.” Undisturbed by everything that’s covering me, Andrei stops me with a hand on my arm. “He needs to release some of his aggression. It’ll be good for all of us, trust me.”

      And we let Sebastian be. Standing like spectators, we watch him dance around the fires, swiping at the mage with claws and fangs every chance he gets. When I first saw him, I thought he was trying to get past the trajectory of the magic to come to me. Now I see how wrong I was. He is not trying to escape the fires; he is toying with the mage. Prolonging the fight for his own twisted needs.

      Marcus comes to stand next to us, all three of us silent as we track the fight. The alley lights up in flares, like watching a gun going off in the darkness. Twist, turn, crouch, swipe. It’s almost soothing watching him move. The mage tries a few times to send his magic at us, and I tense up, but Sebastian keeps him busy enough that he gives up pretty fast. For some reason, I glance at the squealing mage I left curled up in the pile of his own blood.

      He is gone.

      “Where the hell did he go?” Whirling around, I search the alley, but there is no sign of him.

      “He couldn’t have gotten too far.” Andrei is already on the move.

      I bolt after him, my face lifting up as I sniff the air. Following the zing through the rubble on the street, I see the mage tattering away, holding himself up on the piles of debris. Slowing down, I walk casually towards him, coiled up to jump away if he flings magic at me.

      “Going for a walk?”

      My voice from right behind him startles him. The mage swings around, but instead of running or screaming as I expected, he jumps in my face with a wicked smile. He takes me by surprise and manages to tangle his fingers in my shirt, mumbling words so fast it’s hard to hear what he is saying. Gripping it tightly with one hand, his other hand comes up, holding a piece of glass that he jams it in my face.

      A piercing scream is ripped from me when the glass connects with my eyes. It’s not glass, a delirious part of my brain decides to inform me while my body is locked, and I can't push the asshole away. He pulls his hand back, his hideous face blurry from whatever he did to me, and moves to repeat the action.

      The moonlight catches whatever he is holding, and I see a crystal as large as his hand coming at my face. Before it hits, something huge and furry sails over my shoulder taking the mage with it and ripping my shirt in the process. By the sound of the growls, I know that Mutt has found me.

      Blurry vision or not, I don’t miss the swinging of the crystal at my dog’s head. Andrei throws himself at the mage from my right, sending Mutt rolling off the asshole, but not before he yelped from the hit. A red haze blankets everything and I finally know no more.
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      April’s scream is like a dagger to my chest. Hurling myself at the mage, wrapping my hands around his head, I twist and pull, separating his head from his body. I’m out of the alley before both parts of him hit the ground.

      Following the scent of blood that covers April from head to toe when she is done with the idiot that thought he can best her, I stop in my tracks at the sight in front of me.

      One arm and one leg from the running mage are hanging on a pile of stacked up vehicles. Andrei and Marcus are circling April, looking for an opening to snatch the unconscious, bleeding male from her. She, on the other hand, is clutching the limp body of her dog in one arm, the head, and tail swaying with every movement she makes. With the other, she is doing her best to remove the other leg from the mage. No wonder he is unconscious.

      Approaching her cautiously, I lift both hands to my sides so that she can see I mean no harm. Snarling, she turns my way, and a gasp is all I can manage when I see her face. The skin around her eyes is burned, but that’s not what shocks me. I know she will heal before I even get her out of the open. What leaves me frozen and speechless is the bright yellow glow of her eyes is now ringed with three red circles, each smaller than the other, the last one ending next to her irises.

      “April, it’s me, Sebastian, my redemption.” Inching closer, I don’t dare lose eye contact. “Let us keep the mage alive so we can find out what he did to your eyes. If we kill him, it will take much longer. Are you hurting, heart of my heart?”

      “Ha usato un linguaggio vile pensando di accecarmi. Gli scemi patetici non sanno che non puoi maledire qualcuno che ha fatto del male a se stesso. Non possono prendere qualcosa che non hanno dato. Io guarirò, ma loro bruceranno per l’eternità.”

      “He used foul language, thinking he can blind me. The pathetic fools don’t know you cannot curse someone that has done worse to themselves. They cannot take something that they have not given. I will heal, but they will burn for eternity.” I repeat her words in my mind, chills numbing me from the otherworldly sound of her voice. And then, just like nothing has happened, her face crumbles, and she looks at the dog.

      “He hurt Mutt.” A tear rolls down her cheek.

      “Come to me, my redemption. Let me see if I can help the creature.” Approaching her slowly, I wait for her nod before touching her.

      “He is breathing. I can feel his heartbeat on my fingers. He just won’t wake up.” She drops the half-ripped leg of the mage and cradles the dog to her chest. “He tried to save me, you know. Just like he always does.” A sob shakes her shoulders. “He will be okay, right?”

      It’s unnerving when she turns the golden, red rimmed eyes to me, but I pull her to my chest, the dog squeezed between us. She shudders, and so do I. Too close. Too many times, they have come too close to hurting her. This whole charade needs to end, and it needs to end now. But first, I have to take care of April.

      “Portalo dentro e sveglialo.”

      Marcus and Andrei follow my order, lifting the mage and picking their way through the rubble. They’ll find me when they wake him up, as I asked. Tightening my arms around the woman who holds my heart, I place her head under my chin.

      “The dog will be fine. After what you just told me, I think I’d rather have him around you non-stop. It was foolish to keep the two of you apart.” Kissing the top of her head, I pull away. “Is something wrong with your sight, or it just needs to heal?”

      With a deep sigh, she turns around and starts making her way towards the hotel. I follow next to her, my hand in constant contact at the small of her back. I feel like something will happen if I don’t have a hold on her. It’s ridiculous, but the protectiveness is surging through me and rocking me on my heels.

      “Everything is still blurry, but it’s getting better.” Lifting her face, she looks at the sickle-shaped moon. “He used that crystal to try and take my eyes. It burns like a bitch.”

      My feet slow down at her comment. She takes two more steps before looking at me over her shoulder. Paying closer attention to the burnt skin around her eyes, I can see the muscle and tissue knitting together but it’s a lot slower than average for a vampire.

      “That is the same crystal they used to make the thrones?” My fingers hover above the injured skin. “The same one we used for the medallion of the humans?”

      “Of course, I haven’t seen another type.” She cocks her head. “Actually, that’s a lie. The crystal coffin that they had you in was different. It had power, but it wasn’t exactly the same, now that I think of it.”

      “I have held the crystal; I even touched their thrones the night you were reborn.” Wincing at the reminder, I wait for a snappy comment, but it doesn’t come. “It doesn’t burn.”

      “The mage was chanting,” she says dryly, calling me an idiot without the words. “I very much doubt the crystal itself can burn, or they wouldn’t be keeping their assess on it for centuries.”

      “The Council towers are abandoned. I’ll send guardians to collect every piece they find, and I’m going to destroy it.” Jaw clenching, I steer her towards the hotel again.

      Snorting, she glances at me before looking in front of her. “Why on earth would you be destroying a beautiful crystal? Men. Always swinging their fists first, asking questions later.”

      The slight accent in her voice reminds me that April is still not in full control of herself. The fact that she is calm and conversing lulls me into a false sense of averted danger. I better remember that.

      “What would you have me do, my redemption?” Making sure she hears the reverence in my voice, I straighten my shoulders.

      She may not be herself right now, but I better remember it’s my Matron that I awakened. She deserves my loyalty and respect, although I do act like a fool most of the time around her. She stays quiet, and I can feel her thinking while her fingers stroke the fur of her dog. Keeping my hand on her back, we reach the hotel, passing through the opening.

      The two guardians almost run away when they see her. April just nods regally at them, still lost in thought and leaving them gaping at her open mouth. Everyone stops at whatever they were doing, their eyes following in our wake. I don’t know if it’s because they can feel her power pulsing from her like I do, or it’s the unusual glow in her eyes when she looks at them. Whatever it is, I can feel the shift happening in front of my eyes. They were all scared of her. They steered clear, unsure of what she would do or how she would act, so avoidance was the best action. Now the same reverence I feel is reflected in most of their faces, some even bowing deeply when she walks past.

      “Terrò i troni,” addressing me first, she says it loudly enough in English for everyone to hear. “I will keep the crystal thrones and sit there while my murderers grovel at my feet.”

      With a small smile, she disappears through the double doors of the rooms we are using, leaving me and everyone else stunned.
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      ‘They are petrified of me.’ The voice in my head chirps, but I continue walking, ignoring the stares.

       Keeping my eyes on a still-unconscious Mutt, I search for an empty space away from everyone so I can sit down and take care of my protector. The poor dog has gone to hell and back from the day I found him. I’m still not myself, or maybe I am, but I can’t tell the difference anymore apart from that one instance when Mutt got hurt. That, and when I pulverized the mage. But the asshole deserved it, so I’m not feeling too bad about that.

      Even if I were human, I would’ve done the same—tried to do the same in any case—after he lit me on fire. I’m not vain enough to worry about my hair or my looks, but it did freak me out that I might burn to ash when I saw the flames dancing up the strands.

      “Come on, buddy. Open those brown eyes.” Petting Mutt gently after I curl him up on top of my crossed legs, I murmur to him.

      My mind keeps going back to what happened in the last twenty-four hours. They almost killed me with their tainted blood. Then they attack with no provocation at all, bringing my new home down and nearly killing me and those I care about in the process. And that wasn’t enough, no. Three of them stayed behind, cocooning some chance to do God knows what if we didn’t go searching for them.

      Don’t forget they almost killed Sebastian, as well. That same voice reminds me. And they hurt Mutt.

      That right there boils my blood. If there is anyone innocent in all this clusterfuck, it’s my dog. His front legs twitch as if he heard me, and I cuddle his head to my chest. I will get them all for this buddy. They will pay. I promise, I swear to him over and over, rocking gently.

      “Can I help in any way, April?” My head snaps up when Sara speaks, and she takes a step back, widening her eyes.

      Right, my face is still healing, and I look like I’ve bathed in blood. Whoopty do. If it bothers her, she should stay the hell away from me.

      “You’ve helped plenty already, traitor. We don’t need you or your lies.” I add a glare just to spook her more. To my dismay, it doesn’t work.

      “April…” Inching closer, she drops on her knees not far from me, fat tears rolling down her cheeks. “Please hear me out. Eddie was dying, my only chance of saving my little brother was to help then, and in return, they would turn Eddie into one of them. Better a vampire than dead.”

      A lump the size of a fist lodges in my throat, and I turn my face away so she doesn’t see how her words affect me. What she says is heart wrenching and no matter how much I hate that she lied to me, would I have done anything differently? The boy is nothing to me, but I still jumped into this whole mess just so I could find food and medicine to help him get better.

      His gaunt cheeks and pale, sweaty skin pop in my head to taunt me. Mutt whimpers softly, bringing me back from that disaster of memories. When I look down, I see his intelligent brown eyes staring up at me without fear. Even with half my face melted off, Mutt watches me with devotion in his gaze. My chest feels like it’ll burst, pressure expanding my ribcage to painful levels.

      “Hey…” I choke out, clear my throat, then try again.” Hey buddy, you are okay.” The tail thumps once limply. “You saved me again, you little shit. I told you not to follow me.”

      “He was attached to you from day one,” Sara says softly.

      “Yeah, unlike others at the time.” Sarcasm is weeping in my words.

      “I said I was sorry. I told you why I did it. I honestly don’t know what else to do so you forgive me.” Her voice shakes when she speaks. “I don’t want you to hate me, April.”

      I look at her sharply when she speaks her last words. Everything she said, every time she spoke, honesty was loud and clear. That last part sent a stench in the air like a punch to my face.

      “Why do you care what I think, Sara? You’ve only known me for what? Two, three weeks? Why does it matter if I like you or not?”

      “I like you.” Lie! the voice in my head screams, almost making me jump. She keeps talking. “We got along so well the time that we spent together. I don’t have many friends. I don’t want to lose the friendship we had.” More lies.

      Cocking my head, I keep watching her mutely. She fidgets under my scrutiny, twisting her fingers in her lap. Mutt gets more animated, wiggling slightly in my arms, and I pull him closer. What on earth is going on here? She already set me up for Sebastian to track my every move. I have no doubt they would’ve snatched me even if that jerk didn’t find me in the dumpster. So, what does she have to gain now? I’m finally one of the monsters, so she gets nothing by lying when asking for friendship. I’m either stupid, or I’m blind to some schemes.

      And as always, fate decides to clear things up for little ol’ me. It’s like watching an accident happen. You feel your heart beating in your throat, and your stomach is flip flopping wildly, but you just can’t look away. Barely blinking, you stare as the crash happens, wincing at the sound. I did that once before I returned to LA. It was horrible. It’s the exact same feeling now.

      “He is awake, my redemption.” Sebastian’s deep voice sends tingles in my lower belly, as usual.

      But I’m not looking at him. My eyes are glued to Sara’s face, and I watch, like in slow motion, when she tilts her face up. Her entire being changes. She straightens her shoulders, her lips part slightly, and a look enters her eyes like she has seen God himself walk up to us to give us the biggest blessing of our lives.

      “Sara, what are you doing here?” The warmth leaves his words when he turns on her. “I told you to leave April alone and to stay away from her. Go!”

      Her cheeks turn red, then a dark cloud shrouds her when her head hangs limply on her shoulders and, jumping up, she runs away. That’s why she asked for forgiveness. Sara is in love with Sebastian, and I’m the one thing keeping her at a distance. How much of her helping them was for the sake of Eddie? And how much of it was because Sebastian simply asked her to do it?

      “You are so stupid,” I tell the jerk looming over me. “He really is stupid.” I also say to Mutt just for the sake of it.

      “What did I do now?” Sebastian has a bewildered look on his face. “I do not want you upset, my redemption. Sara always gets you angry when she is around. That’s why I have forbidden her to come within a few yards of you. She took me by surprise earlier this evening, but after your reaction, I knew I made the right decision. Besides, you’ve had enough of stress for one night.”

      “I told you he is stupid,” I mumble to Mutt and, of course, my protector agrees with me. He whimpers softly.
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      “As I said,” Sebastian sits down next to me, his back pressed on the wall and a forearm thrown over his bent knee. “It was wrong of me to keep the dog away. He will stay with you all the time now.”

      “Thank you, Sire, for allowing it.” My words are so dry I’m surprised they don’t crumble in the air between us.

      “I didn’t mean it that way.” He presses a thumb and forefinger on the bridge of his nose. “Minchia! I’m screwing this whole thing up.”

      Chuckling at his outburst, I scratch Mutt behind his ears. The poor bugger fell asleep snoring softly in my lap. I don’t want to let go of him yet. Feeling his chest move reassures me that he is alive.

      “I know what you mean, but even if you didn’t agree, I don’t care. No one is taking him away from me anymore.”

        “Agreed. That dog has more courage than half of the Council put together. If not all of them.”

      “Speaking of the Council.” Glancing at him, I watch his reaction. “We can’t keep waiting here for them to decide to come out of hiding.” He looks back at me with a frown on his face. “I say we go find them. I’m not looking forward to dealing with more mages trying to ambush us. Being buried under a collapsed building was not fun at all.”

      “We still don’t know where exactly they are hiding. We know where they will be in two days, but not where they are now.” His fingers trail over the side of my face, tucking the blood crusted hair behind my ear. “It’s only two days we have to wait.”

      “That’s only if their assassins gets to me, remember?” I’m so tired right now, not even the fact that someone might be coming for my head can rile me up. “They’re supposed to be celebrating my death. Just like back in the old days.” Grinning like a fiend, I shake my head. “Greedy miserable creatures.”

      “So, you remember it all now?” Sebastian is on alert, his dark eyes attentive on my face.

      “I remembered it since I woke up.” When he opens his mouth, no doubt to tell me off for not spilling the beans sooner, I stop him by lifting my hand in front his face. “I couldn’t remember it during the day, not all of it anyway. I don’t know why, but I feel like both sides of me are merging together slowly. The red-haze moments still happen, mind you. I know you saw it yourself out there. But it’s night still, and I don’t feel the need to rip everyone apart.”

      “That is good. Maybe you just needed more time.” Slinging his arm over my shoulders, he pulls me to his chest. “I will do everything to assure you have all the time you need.”

      “You are getting ahead of yourself, Sebastian. I said I don’t feel like ripping everyone apart now, but that’s because I don’t sense the Council’s bonds around me.” Relaxing my stiff body, I let him carry my weight. “I know for a fact the switch will flip the second I smell it.”

      “If you know who the betrayer is, I will join you, my redemption. I wasn’t aware that it was turning you into a woman obsessed with killing. Had I known, I would’ve followed at your heels to make sure we kill them slowly.”

      “You are so romantic. I don’t know how any girl can resist that.”

      My body shakes when he chuckles behind me. “It’s part of my charm. Severed heads and blood baths instead of roses and chocolate.”

      “Was Sara your lover?”

      I feel like slapping myself for blurting it out. Sebastian stiffens at my back and numbness covers me from head to toe. I shouldn’t have asked. I should’ve kept my mouth shut and ignored the insistent thoughts, but no, I had to blab it out. Only, her face looking at him like he was the best thing in the world kept popping in my head, and the words spilled from my lips without any permission from my rational brain.

      “We have not been lovers, no.” My shoulders relax for a moment. But this is Sebastian we are talking about. He always drops the shoe last. “I have fed from her. And I've had sex with her like with many humans, but she wasn’t my lover.”

      Scrunching up my face and wincing when the still-healing skin pulls and sends pings of pain, I blow out a breath like a wheezing balloon. Mutt stiffens in his sleep, so for his sake, I relax my coiled-up body.

      “In this century, when you have sex with someone, they are automatically your lover, grandpa.”

      “We feed and we fuck, April.” He sounds affronted. “It is our way. You have felt it yourself. Where is this coming from? What is bothering you?”

      Anger rears its ugly head. Okay, not anger. Jealousy, but I’ll be damned if I admit it to the asshole.

      “No, we don’t feed and fuck, Sebastian. I have fed plenty, yet I haven’t fucked anyone.” Whirling on him angrily, I grip Mutt tightly so I don’t drop him on the ground.

      “No, you haven’t, but you have killed while feeding.” Glaring at me, he straightens up, trying to intimidate me with his size. “Should I have killed her? Should I go kill her now? Should I kill them all?”

      “Don’t you dare raise your voice at me.” Hissing at him, I’m forcing myself not to scratch his eyes out. We can both be half blind then.

      “What is bothering you, April?” A knowing look enters those dark orbs and I really, really want to jam my fingers in them. “You don’t like knowing another woman has touched me? I am long centuries old, my redemption. Those are many lifetimes.”

      “We were talking about the traitor you sent to befriend me, asshole. Don’t you dare change the subject. I don’t give a fuck who you’ve been with.”

      “Should I go kill her?” he repeats, watching me unblinking. “I will go do it now if that is your wish.”

      “Why would I want you to kill her?” Lifting my chin stubbornly, I swallow the stupid jealousy. “I don’t care who you fuck.”

      “Is that so?” The sides of his lips quirk up, his smoldering gaze not moving away from me.

      “Yes, that’s so.” Looking down my nose at him, I stubbornly refuse to look away.

      We stay like that, staring at each other for so long I’m sure my neck will develop a kink, and it’ll hurt like a bitch when I finally move. I’m glaring a bloody murder, and he is trying to burn me with his eyes, the smile growing on his face the longer I stare at him.

      “Have you fed from her since the night I was transformed?” I hear my voice like from outside of my body.

      I honestly can’t be this pathetic. I just can’t. Yet, it’s my mouth moving and my voice asking the damn question.

      “No.” That smile grows impossibly wide, his fangs extending from under his upper lip. “But I do feel like feeding now.”
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      Caught in Sebastian’s gaze, I’m unable to free myself so I can think of a way out. Even in the water, he is unnaturally still, a predator in his prime, his full attention on me. Those are qualities that I always associate with Sebastian. It’s what makes him a great leader and why each one of his people will follow him to their deaths without question. When he gives you his full attention, nothing else in the world exists. He sucks up all the oxygen around him, and you know that you can live or die at his whim.

      The problem I’m facing at the moment is, I now have a predator in me as well. He got her attention, and she wants to play. Oh, how she wants to play. If he had any idea, he would be grabbing the clothes he so casually threw away and running from this space.

      My skin pebbles, and the water feels cool to my fevered skin when he comes close, unaware of my internal debates. My body trembles with the strength of my conflicting emotions. How can you hate someone so much for what they’ve done to you that you want nothing more than to see them on their knees begging for mercy, while at the same time feeling that you won’t be able to continue breathing if they are not present in your life?

      “April?” His hand cups my face, his thumb scraping gently over my cheekbone.

      My breath is coming in small puffs, raising goosebumps on his skin where it coasts over his chest. This is the first time I watch the monster inside me take control. She will know what to do with him. Me, on the other hand…I feel inadequate, a girl from the sewers that can never in her wildest dreams learn how to handle someone like Sebastian.

      Someone larger than life.

      “I want you.” His deep voice reverberates through my entire being.

      Pressing my thighs together, my channel clenching and feeling empty at his words, I stare in horror when his eyes glide over my face and neck before centering on my breasts, the hardened nipples bobbing in the water between us, begging for his attention. A pained groan sounds around us, the water amplifying it. His hand glides down, my skin burning in its path, and I stifle the moan behind pressed lips when he wraps his strong fingers around my breast, pinching and twisting the nipple.

      “You are afraid of the water, my redemption.” A line forms between his dark brows as if he noticed this fact just now.

      “I never learned how to swim.” There, I can at least talk. “I was a little busy running for my life.”

      “No more running, cuore del mio cuore.” He calls me the heart of his heart, my own stupid organ doing a painful thud in my chest in answer. “Let go, April.”

      I’m almost positive he is not only talking about releasing my death grip on the tiled edge of the pool. The master of word manipulation will never make anything as simple as that. Swallowing the lump in my throat, my lips part to answer him, but he renders me mute when his arms come on both sides of my shoulders, caging me in between his hard chest and the tiles at my back.

      Leaning close, Sebastian runs his nose up and down my neck and shoulder, barely touching my skin but setting me on fire nonetheless. First, a gasp, then a moan is ripped from me when his front presses our skin together from chest to toes. All his hard muscles and sharp edges press my softness to cushion him, making me aware of every ridge, dip, and bump. His thick erection seers the skin of my lower belly, branding me and setting me aflame a hell of a lot better than that mage who tried to melt my face.

      I’m burning.

      An entire volcano of heat erupts inside me, and I know that only Sebastian can stop me from turning to dust. He keeps sniffing my skin, rubbing his face like a cat marking its territory, scraping his sharp, deadly fangs, warning me not to try and escape.

      “Let go, my redemption,” he repeats again, his voice raw and thick with need. “I got you, and I will never let go.” His chest presses harder, my nipples rubbing on it, sending delicious thrills through me. “You are mine, April.”

      This time I shiver for an entirely different reason. A foreboding feeling like icy fingers from a freshly dug out grave crawl up my spine. His hand moves over my shoulder, dipping underwater and gliding over my side to my hip. Fresh wetness makes my thighs slippery when I press them together at his touch. His thumb does little circles right on my hip bone. Somehow, I think that spot affects every nerve in my body because I can feel that touch everywhere.

      He moves fast, one second all cuddly and gentle, and the next his large hands have a bruising grip around my thighs while my legs wrap around his narrow waist. The thick erection parts my folds, pulsing there and bumping my clit, eliciting a scream that echoes through the room. He keeps gliding back and forward, his hardness like hot steel wrapped in velvet teasing my center. He is thrusting painfully slow, forcing me to bite my lips so I don’t start begging. My body arches at the contact. I’m reduced to moans and whimpers, my mind delirious with need and matching the hunger in his dark gaze when our eyes lock.

      Sebastian looks tariffing and sinful at the same time, pulling me in until I know nothing but him. A moth to a flame. The voice is faint somewhere in the background of my mind, but I ignore it.

      Wedging firmer between my parted legs, Sebastian takes my mouth in a hard, unforgiving kiss. Like he is burning inside just like me, and only I can save him from turning into ashes. His tongue tangles with mine, licking, sucking, biting, and driving me insane.

      He growls in my mouth, the sound crazed and feral, his hips pumping as he slides his shaft between my folds, making my channel clutch with the emptiness I’m desperate for him to fill. Sebastian growls again like he can’t help himself and I dig my heels in his lower back, pulling him impossibly closer. More, I need more.

      I’m lifted slightly up in the air, my eyes flying open at the feeling of the chilly air on my skin only for a moment. The mushroomed head of his shaft lines up with my opening and, holding me captive with an intense gaze, Sebastian surges forward, yanking me to him and impaling me so hard I can feel him bumping the mouth of my uterus. A sharp pleasure pain makes me scream. I feel too full, the sensation overwhelming to a point I’m ready to push him back, but as soon as my hands touch his shoulders, he starts moving.

      There is no middle ground with Sebastian, I’ve noticed. It’s all or nothing, and that’s the same right now. He doesn’t take his time or work his way up slowly. He pounds relentlessly between my thighs. The sound of the tiles cracking at my back, sounding like applause for his efforts. Blinding pleasure overrides my senses, and I claw at his shoulders, urging him on.

      “Harder.” My voice sounds foreign and raw.

      “You are mine!” If I weren’t holding him, I would’ve thought a demon straight out of hell spoke instead of Sebastian.

      Through the pleasure, I manage to focus on him, and my breath gets stuck. His cheekbones are sharper, like cutting blades on the sides of his face. His intense dark eyes are black holes pulling my soul in until there is nothing left of me in this body he uses to bond me irrevocably to himself. His swollen lips are red, contrasting with his tanned skin, and two sharp fangs peek out from under it.

      “Mine, April.” He growls, baring his fangs in my face, his hips pumping faster between my legs. “Say it!”

      Shadows play over his skin, highlighting the perfection of his body and face, pulling my eyes to the muscles contracting every time he drags me down on his shaft. The elastic band keeps tightening in my lower belly. Feeling him stretching my inner walls to bursting, his calloused hands leaving marks on my spread open thighs, something in me clicks. Like a bone that’s been out of its socket gliding into place when our gazes stay locked, our bodies are connected deeper than we have ever been. Possessiveness rears its head in my chest, so strong my world tilts upside down from the force of it.

      “No.” When his eyebrows dip low over his eyes at my refusal, I give him a wicked grin. “You are mine!”

      Without warning I strike, sinking my fangs in his neck, embedding them as deep as his shaft is in me. The rubber band snaps, my scream muffled by the mouthfuls of blood that I’m greedily gulping. Sebastian’s roar shakes the walls of the room, the glass panels bursting and showering tiny pieces of glass all around us. A red haze covers everything just for a split second, and I hear the monster inside my head chuckling like she just won a war. It’s the last conscious thought before my eyes drift shut.
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      She claimed me! Staring dumbfounded in April’s sleeping face while I cradle her to my chest, my mind is railing.

      The door crashes open, swinging on the hinges and embedding the door handle into the opposite wall. Leaping out of the water, I fling April behind my back, facing the threat with fangs bared and claws ready. The new bond tying me to April rides me hard, pushing rational thought aside. She squeaks but luckily stays pressed at my back, her tiny fingers curling and her nails digging in my skin.

      “Sire!”

      Marcus stops dead in his tracks a few feet inside the room, eyes crazed with violence. Andrei is right on his heels with death written all over his face. A vicious growl comes from the center of my chest, the bond pushing me to destroy the two males that dared to enter where April stands naked. The muscles of my thighs bunch up, preparing to jump and rip them to shreds while they stand there, confusion replacing the rage on their faces.

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe this!” April’s voice is like a slap, bringing me out of the edge of mindlessness.

      Groaning, she thumps her forehead on my back before an angry screech sends her stomping naked towards the pile of clothing she had dumped on the floor. For a moment, all three of us stare openmouthed at all the pale flesh revealed, her ass rippling with each angry stomp and her breasts bouncing.

      “I can’t have sex or even die in this place without having these two as witnesses.” Snapping angrily, she snatches the dirty clothing and shoves a leg in the pants. “This is fucking insane!” After her head pops out from her t-shirt, she glares at each of us in turn. “Get out!”

      We still stare at her openmouthed, rooted to the spot until her hands clench into fists, the golden glow in her eyes flashing a warning. The damn dog decides to become animated as well, standing up on the chair close to her and baring his teeth, growling menacingly at us. Foam forms on his muzzle with each second we stand motionless.

      “Get the hell out!” Her arm snaps up, her finger pointing at the open doorway.

      Her power surges through my veins, propelling me into motion against my will. Through me, it does the same to Marcus and Andrei, all three of us tripping over our own feet to do as she asks. She follows behind until we are all in the hallway, then she slams the door shut in our face. Another angry screech sounds from behind the door and a loud crashing follows it.

      Pressing a thumb and forefinger on the bridge of my nose, gripping my hipbone with the other, I squeeze my eyes shut. What a fucking mess, I think gloomily. Instead of calming her down and bonding her to me, which I had every intention of doing, I find myself butt naked in a hallway, bound to her like a fledgling that was just turned.

      “We heard the roar,” Marcus says hesitantly. “We thought there was trouble.”

      “After we found the mage missing, we thought he ended up here, attacking you,” Andrei chimes in, his voice missing the easy-going quality it always has.

      “What do you mean missing?” Snapping my eyes open, I glare at him. “He was missing limbs and bleeding out. How did he manage to walk out without your notice?”

      Two guardians come around the corner, walking in our direction. When they look up and see me standing there as naked as the day I was born, their eyes widen and, turning tail, they bolt back wherever they came from. Marcus takes off his pants, handing them over to me, leaving himself in boxer shorts, his boots dangling from his feet. Andrei shoves his shirt at my chest, not moving his hand until I take it. Without a word, I put the offered clothing on. It’ll do no good if I walk around with my bare ass and my cock still erect and bobbing around.

      “He couldn’t have gotten far.” Pulling the shirt over my head, my feet are already moving. “Marcus, stay with April. Andrei, you are with me.”

      One glance over my shoulder shows Marcus hesitating, his fist lifted in the air to knock. A smirk pulls my lips at the picture of my second in command losing his confidence to a tiny woman. Formidable, to be sure, but small, nonetheless.

      “I don’t envy him.” Andrei chuckles, his demeanor returning after snapping out of his shock.

      “I wouldn’t want to be in her line of sight right now, no.” All amusement leaves me when we round the corner.

      Andrei rushes to the bodies of the two guardians that we saw a moment ago. Wooden stakes protrude from their chest with runes carved on them on all sides. Their bodies shrivel into husks before our eyes. Kneeling, Andrei tries to pull the stakes out, hissing and snatching his hand back as soon as his skin makes contact with the wood. Angry blisters cover his palm, and his eyes flash with burning rage when he looks at me.

      “Unless that mage can magically grow a leg and an arm, we still have infiltrators in our midst.” Pushing the words through clenched teeth, he lifts up.

      “They must’ve snuck in while we were busy fighting the mages. Collect the guardians, only those you personally trust, and meet me back at the pool room.” Already turning away from him, I don’t need to look at Andrei to know he will do as told. “I’m not leaving April unprotected.”

      Storming back, I fling the door open and walk inside to find April glaring at Marcus with her hands fisted on her hips. The dog is curled up at her feet, covering his face with his paws like he can’t watch Marcus’s embarrassment. It would’ve been a funny sight if I didn’t have an assassin running unchecked through the building. She rounds on me, but whatever she sees on my face stops her from snapping at me as well.

      “We have an assassin in the building.” Marcus snaps his head in my direction, looking comical standing in his boxer shorts with a glower on his face. April frowns.

      “I thought we got them?” she says, more as a question than a statement.

      “Obviously not.” Pacing in front of April, my hands itch to wrap around the asshole that dares to come inside my nest. That dares to kill my people. “Two guardians are dead, stakes carved with runes stuck in their chest. It prevented Andrei from touching it.”

      “I wanna see it.” Pushing past me, April bolts through the door, the dog on her heels.

      Marcus and I follow behind, dread pooling like lead in my gut. I want to grab her and hide her somewhere until all this is over. I know better than to try, the bond pulsing like a living thing in my chest. What bad timing to let her have all the control. I’m not even sure she knows what she did.

      Rounding the corner of the hallway, April drops on her knees, hesitantly reaching for the wooden stake closest to her. Moving around, I kneel opposite her, ready to snatch her hand back at the slightest discomfort. I can feel the presence of others at my back, Andrei amongst them. Through the bond, his fear that she’ll get hurt stabs me like a hot poker. Grinding my teeth, I poise my hand, ready to pull her back.

      April’s hand stops, not touching the stake for a second. Her eyes glow brighter, the golden glow reflecting on the wood before her fingers close around it. My lips part in an astonished sharp intake of breath when the runes light up like fireworks in her hand. With a firm press of her lips, she yanks the wood out of the dried-up husk, watching it with her head tilted and her eyebrows furled.

      “I remember this…” her whispered words trail off, sending chills crawling over my body.

      Before I gather my wits about me, she rips open her wrist, holding it above the dried-up parted lips of the guardian. A collective gasp echoes around us when what was supposed to be a final death is but child’s play for her. In front of my eyes, the guardian comes to life. His back bows off the floor as he takes a sharp breath, clutching his chest. The more disturbing fact is his eyes, a golden flash shining from then right before they lock on hers.

      “Mother!” The guardian gasps, a look of reverence and love I’ve never seen radiating from his face.

      April smiles at him hesitantly before reaching for the second stake and repeating the process. The same thing happens with the second guardian as well. My hand trembles unbidden when I reach to take the damn wooden stakes from her, but she pulls them out of reach.

      “You can’t touch them.” Searching my face, her eyes soften slightly. “Yet. You can’t touch them, yet.”

      “Irina.” The first guardian scrambles on his knees, staring at April. “Irina is here. We didn’t hear her coming.”

      “Just who I’d love to see.” My insides shrink from the smile on April’s face.
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      I have no idea what I look like, but if the fear flickering in Sebastian’s eyes is any indication, I must not look very pleasant at the moment. The two parts of me have been molding together rapidly, and somehow having Sebastian inside me while I drank from him sped up the process. Was it him, or was it the sex? The monster is sharing the same space in my head, not trying to push me away, but I don’t feel like clawing out of my skin because I’m surrounded with males. Muscled, chiseled males that I’ve been hiding from for over a week. Going on killing sprees apparently helped me to steer clear, and although it would’ve sickened me just last night, I don’t feel disgusted by it anymore.

      The feeling of Sebastian inside me like a spare passenger is much stronger, too. Through it, I get glimpses of Marcus and Andrei, their emotions muted but there for me to see. Their combined worry and protectiveness would’ve brought me to my knees if I wasn’t on them already. Warmth spreads through my chest. I’ve been alone for what feels like forever, always running, always hiding, scaring people away from the fear of them leaving just like my family did that day. I never knew how badly I wanted a family until this very moment. Until I feel their unfiltered emotions.

      Stronger than all of it is Sebastian’s pulsing need to protect me. His guilt and shame for tricking me. It doesn’t excuse his actions, and I’m not as good at anything as I am at holding a grudge, so I’ll pay him in kind. Keeping my thoughts to myself, I offer him a small smile, his intent gaze unfurling butterflies in my stomach. I’ll sate that need after I’ve dealt with Irina. Speaking of a grudge…

      “I have a plan.” Sebastian doesn’t move or speak, still searching my face, feeling that I’m not telling him something.

      My smile grows.

      How does it feel to be blind of others’ intentions? I want to ask him, but I don’t. Instead, I look around at the faces watching us wide-eyed and openmouthed. They think I performed some miracle here by offering life to those not really dead. What have those miserable eight scums been teaching these people? Have they shared nothing that will guide them in their immortal lives? After everything, I don’t know why I’m surprised, but there you have it. I guess I thought the hatred was simply aimed at me. At who I was, or am I guess.

      “A plan for what, mia redenzione?” Sebastian finally finds his voice, hunger and unease warring in his gaze.

      My redemption, I repeat his words in my head. You have no idea, tesoro, I want to say, but I don’t speak my thoughts.

      “You will let Irina capture me and take me in front of the Council.” Sneering the last word in disgust, I’m not prepared for the onslaught of shouting and growling.

      “Absolutely not!” To my surprise, it’s Marcus shouting the loudest. He is so loud it wouldn’t be a shock if Irina heard him, wherever she may be hiding.

      “You will follow me there.” My chest will explode from the worry they feel streaming steadily through the bond in my heart. “This”—Twirling the enchanted wooden stake between my fingers, I watch it with detachment—“won’t kill me.” A wry smile pulls my lips. “They tried before, and it didn’t work. It just got me angry. So they became inventive. But that’s a story for another night.”

      “You are not going to do this, April.” Raising to his full height, Sebastian looms over me. “I will not allow it!” Slicing his hand in the air with finality, he glares daggers at me. “I will not allow any of them to place their filthy hands on you.”

      “Aww, how touching, tesoro.” Lifting up as well, I pet his chest none too gently. “Too bad it’s not your decision to make.”

      “I will tie you to a column if I have to April. Do not make me do things I will regret.”

      Loyal, honorable, Sebastian. My heart thumps fast a few times in my ribcage, sensing his fear for me through the bond, and that fuels the anger. Even now, he is not aware of what he has awoken. If he knew, he might not be so stressed about the outcome of this little charade. The two parts of me mold even closer together. A thumping sound brings my focus to my feet. Mutt watches me with his adoring gaze, his tail going crazy behind him, thumping on the oriental runner covering the floor of the hallway. Scratching behind his ears, I turn to put Sebastian in his place, but Andrei stops me.

      “Give me thirty minutes.” He comes closer, his hand lifting as if he is going to shake some sense into me before dropping to his side. “That’s all I ask, April. Thirty minutes, and if what I have in mind doesn’t work, I will be the first to help you do what you want, even if Sebastian kills me for it.”

      “I will rip your head off your shoulders!” Sebastian roar angrily, and I step between the two of them, preventing him from snatching Andrei.

      “First, you won’t rip his head off his shoulders. Second, he is giving you thirty minutes to convince me why my plan is a bad idea, I’d think about that if I were you.”

      I like this calm inside me. Being pulled in two different directions for days almost drove me mad. I can definitely get used to this.

      “Time is ticking, Andrei.” Glancing at him over my shoulder, he nods grimly and disappears. “Are we going to wait for him here in the hallway?” Raising an eyebrow, I look at Sebastian.

      Pressing his lips in a firm white line, his nostrils flare for a few long moments before he jerks his head in the direction of the large reception hall we are using as a gathering place. The guardians part when I follow behind him, their eyes like physical fingers touching my back. Marcus blocks them, shielding me with his massive bulk, and I walk between him and Sebastian, a strange feeling enveloping my body. They look intimidating, all coiled muscles and immeasurable strength, yet here I am, appearing so tiny between them, yet a bigger monster than anyone can guess.

      When we enter the hall, silence greets us. My guess is word of what happened has already reached them. Sebastian glares at everyone, forcing them to avert their eyes. My fingers twist the fur on Mutt’s head absentmindedly until I feel hatred burning a hole on the side of my head. My head snaps in that direction and Sara stumbles back, the blood draining from her face when our gazes meet.

      Poor, Sara. I feel no pity for her, just detached sadness for her foolishness. Her thoughts project loud and clear in my mind, stirring up my anger, but I push it away. There will be time to address that later. We have a Council of eight to bring to their knees.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      “We can find that bitch, and I’ll rip the information out of her, April. I swear it.” For the tenth time, Marcus pleads with me.

      “But where is the fun in that, Marcus?” Reaching out, I squeeze his hand reassuringly, making Sebastian growl like a caged animal. “They have done much. Taking my life was just the tip of the iceberg for how hungry they are for power and control. I want to play with them a bit, would you deny me that?”

      “You are still not fully yourself.” Dropping on his knees in front of me, he begs with his gaze. “Maybe a few more days, a week? The transformation will be stronger, I think. I don’t want you regretting your actions. I hate to see you hurt.”

      My eyes prickle with tears at his words. He tells the truth, spreading warmth through me. Sebastian, seeing that Marcus might be getting to me, drops down as well. His large hand takes mine, twining our fingers together.

      “Let us deal with her tonight. There will be time to plan properly when the threat is not around the corner.” Bringing our joined hands to his face, he kisses my fingers, his warm lips burning where they connect with my skin.

      “The threat is always around the corner, Tesoro.” My eyes flick to the corner of the vast space where Sara is huddled pretending to sleep. “Sometimes, even staring you in the face while you think you are untouchable.”

      Sebastian glances over his shoulder, and Marcus following his lead. They both stiffen, but I tug on Sebastian’s hand, reverting his attention to me.

      “She has nothing to do with the Council.” Keeping eye contact, I wait until his muscles uncoil. “That’s a problem for another day. And the time for waiting has come to an end. We should…” My words trail off when Andrei pokes his head out, searching the space until he sees us.

      Urgency thrums through my veins, and I jump up, startling Mutt where he dozed off on my leg. Sebastian and Marcus lift off the floor as well, following behind me, their heavy footfalls silent on the floor. I still might tie bells on all three of them.

      Stopping short as soon as I walk out the door, Sebastian’s chest collides with my back. I stare at Andrei in confusion while he grins like a fool. Sebastian chuckles gleefully, adding to my dismay and making Marcus snort.

      “I don’t get it.” I look from Andrei to a familiar woman that I can’t place. I know I’ve seen her before, I just have no idea where and when.

      “Let us go to a more private place. I’m hungry, and I brought food.” Grabbing the woman by the arm, he drags her away, the three of us plus Mutt following behind him.

      After sticking his head inside a third door, he finally decides it’s private enough, and we all pile up inside what looks like a club. A long bar made of shiny wood stretches on one side, bar stools placed in even intervals along with it. Dangling, one bulb of lights hang above it, the yellowish glow reflecting off the mirrored wall and covered with dozens of shelves full of liquor. Tall round tables are scattered opposite the bar, leaving it empty of anything else.

      “A perfect spot.”

      Marcus eats up the space with his long legs, going behind the bar, snatching a bottle and three glasses. Turning to look over his shoulder, he reconsiders, grabbing a fourth one as well. When I was preparing to tell him I don’t like that crap they keep drinking, he drops it in front of the woman, leaving my mouth open with no words coming out. Pouring the amber liquid, he hasn’t moved the bottle away yet when she snatches the glass, gulping it all so quickly she coughs and sputters for a moment.

      “More.” Her voice is raw from the hacking, but determination is set on her face.

      With a lifted eyebrow, seeming impressed, he fills her glass again before doing the same to the others. Sebastian’s tension is drumming in my chest like a constant beat, and I glance at him. He is staring at the woman as if he can peel her skin with his eyes.

      “Okay, what the hell is going on here?” Slapping my fists on my hips, I narrow my eyes on the three of them. “We are wasting time here. She can kill everyone in that hall while we are stupid.”

      “She wouldn’t strike carelessly.” Arrogance oozes out of Sebastian pissing me off. “Not with me and mine.”

      “You should’ve reminded her of that after she staked two of your guardians.” Sarcasm is dripping like honey from my mouth, and he scowls at me.

      “Technically, they are your guardians, too.” Marcus points out, sounding insulted.

      “Cazzo!” Andrei snaps at him.

      “Stop calling me a dick.” Growling, Marcus takes a step towards Andrei, and I raise my voice before they tear at each other.

      “True, but”—Lifting a finger in the air, I get their attention away from the fighting—“I’m not surprised by it, nor do I expect anything else from the likes of her.” Matching Sebastian’s scowl, I shove the finger in his face. “Unlike some idiots.”

      He snaps his descended fangs at my finger, and I snatch my hand back, making him grin at me. If looks could kill, he would’ve been dead right now. Unfortunately, that’s not the case.

      “The plan?” I look at Andrei expectantly.

      “Irina will capture April.” I’m confused by his blabbing until he points at the woman. After that, I’m just confused, period. “Don’t you see the resemblance?” His eyebrows hit his hairline.

      “No.” I deadpan. “I mean, she has dark hair and dark eyes if that’s what you were going for,” I add helpfully, not wanting him to feel bad that he failed.

      “Aha, but wait until I’m done with her.” Shoving his hand in the pockets of his pants, he starts pulling out makeup. “I just need five minutes, and she will be ready.”

      Rubbing my forehead, I walk up and down, unable to stand still. “This is stupid. She is human.” Jabbing a finger at the woman, I continue talking to myself. No one pays attention, all three of them watching the woman like they expect her to grow fangs out of nowhere.

      When I pass by Sebastian, he grips my arm, pulling me between his parted legs. Wrapping his arms around me, surrounding me in his scent, he tucks my head under his chin. Shuddering under my palms that are pressed on his chest, he sighs.

      “I don’t like this.” I hear his deep voice through his chest, snuggling closer to him. “They should not be anywhere near you.”

      “I have no intention of letting them do anything. And you’ll come for me, just like I came for you.”

      “I’m done,” Andrei says proudly, cutting off whatever Sebastian was going to say.

      When Andrei moves away, we all gape at the woman. It’s like staring through a mirror at the past. Before I died and became who I am today. She lacks the tightness of the skin and the allure of the predator the rest of us have, but she definitely resembles me. The old April, I should say. When Andrei gathers her hair in his hands to show off his work, the realization hits me.

      “You came the night Khan was in the penthouse.”

      I remember this girl from the night Khan came to visit the penthouse. She wore almost no makeup, but still stood out against the group of made-up, almost naked women Andrei had called in to distract him. The one that brought that sheer dress I had to wear. It feels like a lifetime ago.

      She nods grimly at me.

      “Why are you doing this?” Frowning at Andrei, I can’t help but wonder. “Did you force her to agree?”

      “No, he didn’t,” the woman that answers. “I agreed on my own.”

      “Why?” Prodding, I have to know her reasons.

      “Khan killed my sister.” Swallowing thickly, her eyes shimmer with unshed tears for a brief moment. Steel enters her gaze. “I will do anything to see them pay.”

      Her words are like a dark cloud over our heads, and I hold her gaze.

      “You and I”—At my words, Sebastian tightens his arms around me, grim looks covering Marcus’s and Andrei’s faces—“have a lot in common.” Reaching out, I take her hand, and her icy fingers latch onto me like a lifeline.

      “He will pay. They will all pay.” It’s a promise I intend to keep.
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      “If this doesn’t work, I need you to hold Sebastian back.” Mumbling under my breath, I glance sideways at Marcus, crouched next to me on the broken beam of one of the walls where we’ve been sitting for over an hour.

      From this height, we can see most of the destroyed lobby, plaster, brick, and broken furniture like scattered remains of a carcass covering the once beautiful oriental rugs and marble tiles. Any moment now, I’m expecting to see Sebastian show his face, doing his part. My gut tightens at the thought, but I push it away. Don’t be stupid. It’s just to trick Irina, I keep telling myself.

      Marcus wraps a paw-sized hand around my arm like he is reading my mind. Not like it will do much to stop me if the haze hits, but if it makes him feel better, he can do it. I stiffen when I feel Sebastian nearing, the bond between us getting stronger and his emotions getting louder in my head. His fear for me that this will blow up in our faces is the only thing keeping me crouching, and still, when he strides into view, the woman tucked under his arm like she belongs with him.

      Her acting skills are excellent, maybe even a little too perfect for my liking when she laughs at something he said, gliding her hand over his chest. Marcus tightens his hold on my arm, and to my shock, I realize I’m panting, then my fangs extend. I’m coiled up to throw myself at her and rip her apart. He shakes his head jerkily, the downturn of his lips telling me he is as unhappy about this whole thing as I am right now.

      “Look what the cat dragged in.” Irina’s thick accent breaks the crazy need to kill the woman in my head. “And she is still human.” She laughs nastily. “I knew I couldn’t trust those idiots. They are good for nothing.”

      “Did you come to die?” Sebastian pushes the woman behind his back, the fear on her face genuine.

      “You and I will have a different conversation after I kill that bitch.” Spitting the words, Irina circles Sebastian. I creep up closer to the edge. “I will bind you to me.” Chuckling, she gloats in his face “I will do things that you cannot even imagine. I have planned it for decades.”

      “You really are sick in the head if you think I’ll let you do that.” Fangs extending, Sebastian squares off with her. “I will rather chew off my own head than bond myself to you.”

      “You’ll change your mind.” Irina winks at him and attacks.

      The bitch is fast. A whirlwind of platinum blonde hair and her red dress swirls as she snarls, then snaps and claws at Sebastian. He, on the other hand, moves as fluid as water, gliding through the space, the muscles on his arms, legs, and back bunching with each block and hit back. Irina catches him midturn, her claws sinking in his side, opening up a gash to his naval. Marcus and I lean forward, our claws sinking in the wooden beam like through butter. The only thing holding us back is that Sebastian doesn’t seem to notice.

      Grabbing Irina’s wrist, he yanks her close, plunging his own claws in her stomach, spurting blood darkening her shimmering dress. The wicked smile on his lips sends a thrill through me. Irina’s eyes widen, a cough spraying blood through her lips and splattering her porcelain skin. The woman takes her cue, inching closer to Irina, pretending she is going to use the wooden stake with runes to protect Sebastian.

      Taking the bait, Irina flings herself away in the direction of our decoy, wrapping her hand in the woman’s hair. With an evil grin, she spits blood at Sebastian.

      “How about I kill her now?” Jerking the woman’s head to the side, she scrapes her fangs over her bared neck. “I can suck her dry while you watch.” Her laugh is high pitched and crazed.

      “Let her go.” Sebastian takes a step towards Irina.

      “Move, and I’ll rip her throat.” Irina shakes the woman like a broken doll in her grip.

      “Let her go, and you can leave.” Inching closer, he lifts his hands in the air, placating her.

      “You think me stupid?” Her words are slurring, the blood still gushing from the hole in her stomach. “I’m taking this bitch to Khan. I’m sure he would love to reunite with her. It’s been too long, after all.” She laughs again.

      Sebastian frowns, not understanding her words. But I do. I know them too well and can’t wait to stand face to face with the mighty Khan. Assuming it’s just Irina’s crazy talk, Sebastian inches closer, yet. Irina moves fast towards the opening of the wall, giving me a pause. It’s daylight outside. There is no way she can survive that even without her injury.

      A shadow moves from the outside. Squinting, I try to see who it is, but they stay hidden behind the broken wall. Irina stops for a moment, glaring at Sebastian.

      “In two days, come to see your precious human displayed for all to see.” Sneering, her beautiful face is an ugly mask. “The Council is having a ball in her honor, just like the old times.” With a shrill laugh, she spins around, a silver blanket getting thrown over her head, then she disappears with the woman. Before they are gone, the person helping her comes partly into view. My body stills, unable to believe I’ve missed that little clue.

      “And the thread keeps unraveling,” I tell Marcus before we drop off the wooden beam.

      “I told you it would work.” Andrei comes out from the partly destroyed elevator.

      “I still wonder where the mage is.” Musing, Marcus inches closer to the gaping, makeshift doorway, keeping just shy of the daylight streaming through.

      “Probably dead somewhere.” Waving a hand at what is left of the hotel, I pull Sebastian’s shirt up. “You’ll need to feed.” The wound is closing very slowly.

      Hunger burns in his gaze when it flicks to my neck. “On a human”—My words are as dry as desert sand—“unless you wish to die. In which case, go right ahead.” Tilting my head to the side, I offer him my neck.

      Marcus and Andrei stiffen, low growls coming from them both when Sebastian places his lips on my skin. We all stand frozen like that for a long moment before he presses a possessive searing kiss there and lifts his head up.

      “I worry they will kill the human.” He puts words to the thoughts running through my head.

      “No, they won’t,” Markus speaks, getting all of us to look at him in surprise.

      “You know something we don’t?” I doubt Irina will be able to control herself if she thinks she has me in her clutches again.

      “They think she is O negative and still human. They are greedy bastards, but none of them wish to die.” Rolling his shoulders, he turns to Sebastian. “Now what?”

      “Now we get ready for a ball,” Sebastian says grimly, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Oh, come on, grandpa.” Winking, I tug him towards the common area. “It can’t be that you have forgotten how to have fun.”

      “I don’t see the fun in this disaster.” He grumbles, letting me drag him further into the hotel, Marcus and Andrei falling in step with us.

      “That’s where you are wrong, tesoro. Chaos is always so much fun.” My smile hurts my cheeks when Marcus and Andrei chuckle uneasily.
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      “She is hiding something.” A muscle ticks in my jaw like a heartbeat.

      “Hiding what?” Marcus squares off with me, his fists clenched at his sides. It seems like Marcus and Andrei have taken it upon themselves to be April’s liaisons.

      “You are pushing your luck, amico.” My voice sounds tired, even to my own ears. “I have no strength to fight with you.”

      “She told you to feed,” Andrei chirps in from behind the bar.

      It’s where I hide now, so I don’t go insane from April. The damn dog growling at me as soon as he sees me is not helping either. The rest of our people steer clear from both of us, sensing the tension in the air.

      After she dragged me in the reception hall, April looked around as if searching for someone, power radiating from her in waves. Pushing away from me, she settled in one corner, and she’s been ignoring me since.

      “I don’t know what I have done.” Centuries old and I’m lost on how to handle a woman. “Pathetic!” Exploding from the barstool, I pace the length of the bar. “She reduced me to a pathetic, lovesick fool.”

      Marcus coughs, Andrei chokes, but they wisely keep their mouths shut. Anger bubbles up like lava in my gut. My claws sharpen, digging into the skin of my palms while I clench my fists.

      “You want some whiskey?” Andrei waves the bottle at me.

      “No.” Continuing my pacing, my nostrils flare with each harsh exhale. “What I want is to know what’s in her head. She found a way to block the bond. She is planning something. I know it.” An idea struck me. “Can you two feel her through the bond you have with me?”

      “They can’t.” April is leaning on the doorframe with her arms crossed over her chest.

      Drinking in the sight of her, my gaze scans her from head to toe. Her dark hair cascades over her shoulders, grazing the top of her breasts. Rounded hips and beautifully shaped legs are wrapped in thigh jeans that she must’ve found somewhere in the hotel. My cock hardens, pressing on the pants I took from Marcus. I still haven’t washed or found something suitable to wear.

      I’m a mess.

      “You need to feed.” That’s all she ever says to me now.

      “What I need is to know what is going through that head of yours.” Taking a step towards her, I halt when her eyes sharpen.

      “I took too much blood from you.” Holding me captive in her dark gaze, she presses on. “Aren’t you wondering why you are losing the hold on your control, and why you’re so irritated?” Stepping inside, she lets the door close shut behind her. “In a few hours, we will need to be in full control of ourselves. Especially you, if you want to be done with those old fools once and for all.”

      And that’s the problem right there. I don’t want to feed from anyone else. My eyes flick to her neck with a mind of their own, and I clench one fist. Showing weakness is not something I do. Well, not something I’ve done, until she came running headfirst into my life. I was looking for her, but it was April that found me.

      Pushing at the new bond between us, frustration eats me inside when I hit the impenetrable wall she placed between us.

      “You know that’s not possible right now.” Her gaze softens for a moment before she catches herself. “Not yet.”

      “I can find someone that will be happy to bleed for you.” Determined, Marcus moves to leave. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Not Sara.” April’s words freeze us all where we stand. So softly spoken, but such a strong command, we all feel it like a punch to the chest.

      With a nod, Marcus disappears through the door, leaving the three of us standing in the silence. I fight the smirk that wants to lift my lips, barely managing to keep my face impassive. It warms my dark soul that she shows jealousy. However, I doubt that what I find endearing will be welcomed as teasing at the moment. Even with her calm demeanor, April seems tense and coiled up. What I wouldn’t give to be inside her head. She is plotting something. I know it.

      “We will need to split up tonight.” Her comment yanks me out of the warmth I was basking in just a second ago.

      “Absolutely, not!” Slicing my hand through the air, I ignore the pained groan coming from Andrei.

      She has both him and Marcus wrapped around her little finger.

      “If you walk in there with me by your side, apart from giving up our surprise, we will get the woman killed,” April says pointedly, as if I should care about the human.

      I don’t.

      “The woman”—Which none of us asked her for a name, and I’m glad—“agreed to this of her own free will. No one forced her.” Ignoring April’s glare, I keep making my point. “She knew it was dangerous, and that it would be at the cost of her life. That is the least of our worries.” A shiver runs down my body when April’s eyes flesh a golden color. “If we don’t succeed, all of us might join her.”

      “Let me make one thing clear, Sebastian.” April’s voice is soft and sweet like a slow killing poison. “If that woman, risking her life to save mine, dies tonight”—Coming to stand in front of me, she cups my face, and I nuzzle her palm, unable to stop myself—“Everyone in that room will join her, including all of you. This, I promise you, tesoro.” She pulls away after placing a soft kiss to my lips, leaving me bare without her touch.

      My heart thumps hard once right against my ribs as I watch her turn her back on me and walk away. I’m eternally grateful her words keep Andrei in muted silence so I don’t turn on my old friend like a wild beast. Fear for her life—for the lives of many others depending on me—mixes with the anger at those dishonorable murderers calling themselves gods, pulsing like a living thing inside me.

      April walks past Marcus, who has returned in time to hear her parting words. He stands a few feet inside the bar, holding a tall glass of thick, warm blood while staring at her wide-eyed. She reaches her hand out, patting him gently on his chest twice, then she is gone, leaving the tension-compressed air choking us all.

      “She spoke the truth.” Shocked at how calmly she threatened our lives, threatened my life, after she bonded me to her, makes me speak out loud.

      “April doesn’t even know the woman.” Andrei frowns, confusion and hurt clouding his face.

      “I think both of you are idiots.” At my scowl, he lifts an eyebrow. “With all due respect, Sire”—Snapping, he comes to hand me the glass—“it’s like both of you haven’t paid attention to her at all. Don’t you know April by now?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? And tread very carefully now, my friend. I’m not in my right mind.” Snatching the blood, I gulp it down, twisting my mouth in distaste. “It tastes like shit from a glass.”

      Marcus simply stares at me. Pressing my forefinger and thumb at the bridge of my nose in hope to relieve the pressure behind my eyes, I sigh heavily. The glass thumps on the wooden bar where I place it, my fingers sinking in my hair when I sit tiredly on the bar stool.

      “Speak.” With my head in my hands, my fingers yanking on my hair, I keep my eyes closed. “As I said before, when it comes to her, I feel less than human.”

      “That’s one problem, right there.” It’s a good thing I can’t see Marcus through my closed eyelids because I have a suspicion he is looking down his nose at me, and I’ll rip his head out if that’s the case. “You keep saying human like it’s a vile thing or a vermin, not understanding that regardless of her being reborn and now remembering everything, she still sees herself as one of them.”

      My head jerks up, and I stare at him in utter shock. Andrei, who was apparently lifting his drink to his lips, drops his hand with a heavy clink, almost breaking the glass and sloshing whiskey everywhere. The smell of alcohol permeates the air around us. Apart from the knowing glint in his eyes, there is no smugness on Marcus’s face.

      “She pushed her fear and hatred of our kind to come and save you from the Council because you are the only one who kept your promise to her.” His jaw clenches for a long moment before he unlocks it to keep talking. “No matter how deceptive and selfish your promise was—our promise was—what mattered to her was that you kept your word. She looked up to that. To you. She died and was reborn to return it in kind. Even to monsters that have hunted her almost her entire life.”

      I feel like my gut is full of lead. Sinking to my feet, Andrei’s gulp is too loud in my ears. Numbness overtakes my irritation, leaving me watching my oldest friend in disbelief. Was I so wrapped up in myself, in the plans I had made, to have missed everything that’s right in front of my face? But Marcus is not done, he keeps talking, adding nails to my still-dead heart.

      “I have watched her every dusk standing in front of the mirror, reminding herself who she is. Reminding herself that she is human, no matter what lurks inside her.” I watch dismayed when his eyes shimmer with unshed tears. I have never seen him like this in all the centuries I’ve known him. “Even now, when she is fully aware of what she is, her heart holds mercy, compassion, and honor to those that see her as someone worth saving. Someone worth fighting for. I will meet the sun and eternal sleep before I turn my back on that, on her. If the two of you can’t see that, there is no room for me here anymore.” He turns and leaves us both, staring unseeing at the space he occupied.

      “What have we done?” Andrei’s words echo my feeling exactly.

      “What have we done, indeed.”
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      After leaving the three bullheaded men at the bar, I sit next to Mutt’s sleeping form on the floor of the reception hall. I can feel everyone’s eyes on me, but I ignore them, watching my fingers glide through my dog’s fur in fascination. A strange sense of calm has taken residence inside me, and I relax into it. It’s a welcome feeling after all the turmoil and anger shredding my insides for over a week.

      Has it been only a week or so? It feels like a lifetime. So many things happened, so many things changed. It should be impossible to have it done in such a short amount of days, yet here we are. And I meant every word I said to Sebastian back there. If that woman dies, I will make no distinction between a friend and a foe. Not if none of them understand the value of sacrifice, or the hurt that bitch Hope can inflict when you are holding onto her like a lifeline.

      Mutt nuzzles closer to my leg, as trusting and loyal as ever. This dog never ceases to amaze me, but I still don’t know what I’ve done to deserve it. The memory of that night flashes through my mind's eye, him standing to the side watching me warily and me…me opening up a container with a slice of smelly-looking meat and throwing it at his paws. Before I tried to chase him away, I shared food with him. Realization dawns on me as I finally see what he saw in me that day. Someone to share with, to break the loneliness with.

      A family.

      My eyes flick up, and my body jolts slightly when I see all the guardians, including those that used to watch me with apprehension, all clustered around me. What’s more shocking is seeing Marcus among them, right across from me, watching me with sad eyes. I flick my gaze from face to face, my stomach clenching.

      There is no more feeding, naked bodies, or sounds of sex around me. No conversations, apart from the soft murmurs coming from the humans that have gathered in a tight nest of their own, glaring my way from the opposite side of the vast space.

      A nest.

      All these people I still call monsters inside my head are herding to me because that’s what they’ve been lacking. In their need to fight against the oppression and depravity of the old fools, they’ve all been missing the same thing Mutt and I have. Someone to share with, and to destroy the loneliness with. A family where you don’t have to worry if you show weakness. To know you are safe and that those feelings won’t get you killed.

      In all his good meaning and desire to help them achieve that, Sebastian has missed this one thing. He gave them a cause, a reason to fight. But he never gave them a family. A sanctuary, yes. A nest, no. A reluctant smile pulls the corners of my lips, and it’s like a physical feeling when the tension disappears around us. Shoulders relax, heads drop slightly on necks, and muscles uncoil as they all sprawl out around me.

      I summon Marcus to me with a slight tilt of my chin. He lifts off the floor, stepping gracefully over those around him like he’s been waiting on it. When he sits down, leaving enough space between us for another person, I grab his arm, yanking him to me. He doesn’t say a word, sitting stiff and alert like a statue. My heart hurts that he feels like that around me, although I don’t regret my words. Leaning my head on his shoulder, I feel him gradually relax, and his heavy sigh sends a ping through my chest.

      “I’m sorry I attacked you.” His body jolts at my words like I’ve struck him, so I tilt my head up to look at him. “I mean it.”

      “There is nothing to be sorry about, April. I was there because I knew you’d need to feed.” Looking down at me, his eyes are open and earnest, making it hard for me to breathe. “I knew you’d never hurt me. Well, I knew you wouldn’t kill me. Even in those moments, hurting is relative in our world. You were learning control. I wanted to be there for you since you were set on ripping Sebastian’s throat out.” A smirk plays on his handsome face, allowing me to take a full breath.

      “You are a good man, Marcus. I’m still sorry I was so angry.” Squeezing his arm in gratitude, I lean my head on it again, scanning the room.

      “You had every right to be. I was angry for you, but I just know how to hide my emotions.” Chuckling, he relaxes further, leaning his back heavily on the wall behind us. “And I’m not sure all of it was anger if we are honest,” he adds reluctantly.

      “What do you mean? I saw red. If that’s not rage, I don’t know what is.” My laugh has no humor in it.

      “I’ve lived long enough to see a lot of things, April.” He stops talking when Andrei and Sebastian walk in and come to sit next to us.

      Something has changed. I can feel it in them, through the muted bond and in the air surrounding them. Andrei’s face looks pained, his blue eyes watching me with so much guilt, I need to shake my head to clear it. What the hell happened after I left them in the bar? When Andrei glances at Marcus and drops his eyes to the floor, I have an inkling on why things have changed.

      Sebastian looks around, his shoulders stiffening when, I have no doubt, he comes to the same realization I did. What was missing in this mismatched group of people gathered together for the same cause. His gaze swings to my face, and we hold our eyes locked for a long moment. He takes my fingers, lifting them up to press a kiss on them, and that small gesture hold so much emotion his hand and lips trembling with it.

      Marcus breaks the tension. “As I said, I’ve seen a lot over the centuries. You displayed anger, or rage if you will, but I should’ve seen the fear you tried to hide with that.” My body jerks away from him, but he grabs my other hand, squeezing my fingers in desperation to hear him out.

      “Fear is useless. I’m not afraid.” I’m silenced by my own defensive tone. Can it be? Is he right?

      “Useless or not, you can’t control fear. And it’s only human to feel it.” Searching my face, he doesn’t let go of my hand. “And that’s okay, April. It’s okay to feel human. That’s what we are ready to lay our immortal lives down for. To be able to feel, to have that part of us that was taken returned. We just lost track of why we started this whole thing in the first place.”

      “He speaks the truth,” Sebastian says from my other side, his deep voice raising goosebumps over my arms and legs.

      “You think the same?”

      I sound doubtful, but instead of his usual arrogance, I only get a pleading look. Am I dreaming? I can’t help wondering if I’ve fallen asleep and I’m imagining things up. Andrei shuffles closer, our knees bumping gently. He places his hand on my leg and Mutt moves his head on top of it. A strange feeling passes through me, all of us in some way physically touching, connected not just through the bond, but through contact as well.

      A family. I welcome the voice inside me this time.

      “I need to leave.” Protectiveness surges through my veins. “I need to be inside the Council Towers before tonight’s celebration starts. They can’t see me coming.”

      “You need to change so you can blend in. You can’t show up looking like this.” Sebastian shocks me further when he doesn’t turn all caveman on me, even when I can see it’s taking a lot out of him to control it. “And at least take a couple of the human guardians. They can walk in the daylight. I failed you, my redemption. Let me make it up to you. I will not stop you, but I will be able to relax a bit more knowing you at least have someone watching your back.” He is squeezing my fingers so tight I can feel the bones grinding together. “I will do my best to be what you need if it kills me.”

      Oh Sebastian, if you only knew how right you are. My heart squeezes in my chest at the thought.

      “I’ll take the two who were attacked by Irina.” I almost laugh at the confused look on his face. “They can walk the daylight just like me.” His eyes widen slightly, but he stays wisely quiet.

      “I’ll take care of the way you look.” Andrei jumps up, looking happy to be given something to do. “I’ll make sure you are hot as hell when we kill those bastards.”

      He pulls me to my feet, Mutt and Sebastian protesting at the same time, which makes me smile. Adrenaline rushes through my body. Halting Andrei, I turn to Marcus. “Sara does not come with you.” I know they’ll bring humans in case they need to feed if injured.

      His eyes stay locked on mine a long second. “It’s not jealousy.” A statement, not a question.

      You have no idea, I think. “No, it’s not,” I tell him, ignoring Sebastian’s intent gaze.

      “She will not leave this hotel until we come back.” I know he will get it done so, with a nod and not looking at Sebastian, I let Andrei lead me away.

      I’ll deal with Sara and all her secrets after I kill those assholes.
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      “This way, Mistress.” One of the guardians points to a tunnel on our right.

      “April.” Glaring at him, I sigh. “I told you to call me, April.”

      After slinking away from the hotel, we find ourselves in the sewers. It’s like no matter what I am, the sewers under this city are my destiny. I can’t escape their misty stench, regardless of whether it is monster or human. Clutching the soft fabric of the dress in my fists, my bare feet slush through the murky water. The guardians walk one in front of me and  one behind me, refusing to call me by my name no matter how many times I ask them to do it. They insist on calling me Mistress, and first I giggle like an idiot, but now it’s getting on my nerves. I have a name, damn it. It might be from this lifetime, but it’s mine. They’ll start using it if it’s the last thing they do.

      My toes squish something mushy, and revulsion sends a shiver up my spine.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I eye the strappy sandals the guardian carries in his hands reverently, and you might think I’ve given him the holy grail. I don’t have the heart to take them from his hands, the squishy things, or even under my feet. I don’t doubt he will look like a kicked puppy if I do that. With a snort, shaking my head, I continue following the one ahead of me. They told me their names, and I forgot them. Now I feel stupid asking again, so I keep my mouth shut. Guardian one, and guardian two it is, at least in my head.

      The one in front lifts his hand, the wide, blue lacy ribbon that Andrei gave me to tie around my eyes twisted between his fingers, and we all freeze. Tilting my head like the predator that I am, I strain to hear what got his attention. He is a good few feet ahead, and it takes long moments for the murmured voices to reach my ears. When they do, I have to forcefully unclench my fingers, so I don’t shred the dress to ribbons.

      I will recognize Khan’s voice anywhere. That slimy bastard will be the last to go tonight. I want to see him sweat and squirm in front of me. My fingers brush my thigh where I strapped the wooden stakes carved with runes. Bye leaving those behind, the idiots made this too easy on me. My grin grows, and the guardian in front of me pales.   

      Dismissing his worry with a wave of my hand, I grip the skirts of the dress in my fingers and move silently closer to where the voices are coming from. The guardian hurries to walk before me, determination set in his square jaw. Silly men, thinking they need to die to prove loyalty. With a smile, I follow behind him, the other guardian at my back, only the sluggish beat of his heart giving me an idea of his position.

      “You thought you were too clever, didn’t you?” Khan’s words stop our advance. He sounds as if he is just on the other side of the damp walls. “Well, here we are again, Vincenza.” I jerk back from his tone as he says the name I used to have centuries ago. “Or should I call you April now?” he sneers.

      “Fuck you, monster.” Recognizing the voice of the woman that took my place when she snaps at him, a weight lifts off my chest. She is alive.

      “You are lucky I want to make this a spectacle.”

      A crashing sound accompanies Khan’s growl. They are not on the other side of the wall. They are above us. My eyes fly up to stare at the carved roof of the tunnel. I move in the middle of it, not taking my eyes off the spot where I felt something breaking. When a hand tentatively touches my arm, I’m surprised to see I’m crouched, ready to go through the wall if need be so I can wrap my claws around that asshole’s throat.

      “Tonight, all will see their great matron die, and for good this time.” Gloating, Khan keeps talking. “They don’t know you’re still human. You had us all fooled when you saved that bastard, Sebastian. How I will enjoy draining him so all can see.” Chuckling like he is deranged, I can hear him pacing above my head. “Should I let him watch you die first, huh? Or should I give you the pleasure of seeing his lifeless body before I take your life?”

      “Sebastian will kill you.” I’m proud of the calm way the woman says that. Just for this alone, I’ll do everything to ensure she stays alive.

      “No one!” Khan screams. “No one takes a hit on me and lives!”

      “I thought there were eight of you. The others don’t care?” she taunts him. If only she knew, I think gloomily.

      “Those fools are useful but unnecessary.” The Khan I know, the arrogant, greedy bastard that he is, sounds clear in the words he speaks. “It’s a good way to keep the masses under control. The idiots think power is in numbers. If they only knew.” His manic laugh grinds in my ears. “After you are gone for good, I’m going to kill them all. I will drain them dry and take their powers. None of them will see that coming.”

      He has gone crazier over the years. Khan has always been a power-hungry leech but still calculating. Always with back up plans. Can it be that taking my immortality and the bond to all of our kind with it has driven him insane? It was never a burden on me, but it was freely given. He forcefully took it, so that might have scrambled his brain.

      It's silent for too long and I want nothing more than to rush in there just to see if the woman is okay. There is something in her that’s special. Something that I can’t put my finger on. Pushing it aside, I concentrate on Khan and his craziness. He finally moves, his footsteps like shots in the silent tunnel.

      “The time nears.” His voice is back to normal. “Not long now before those that were so loved by you, and those that tried to bring you back, watch you bleed again. Love and mercy have no room in my world. Tonight, everyone will see that and pledge their alliance to me. Including your precious Eshe.” Chuckling gleefully, he claps his hands. “Oh, you look confused. Maybe you thought I didn’t know she is still loyal to you. How pathetic!” Khan sneers. “I will get rid of all of you tonight. It’s a new era, and it will be mine.”

      His footsteps sound even over the closing of a door, sending a thump of finality in the air. Taking my eyes off the roof, I finally look at the two guardians standing stock still around me. Their fangs are peeking under their upper lips, hands clenched at their sides. I realize my emotions must be leaking to them, the slight golden glow in their irises reminding me of my own.

      “I have a job for the two of you,” I tell them with a smile.

      Determination sets on both their faces, none of the reluctance that Andrei had when I said the same thing to him before I left the hotel. Ah, yes. We all have jobs to do tonight. Only, I have a feeling I’m the only one looking forward to doing mine. Squaring my shoulders, I wind through the tunnels, searching for an entrance to the Council Towers. Along the way, I explain to the guardians what I need them to get done.

      All we need to do now is wait. It’s the first time I’m looking forward to sunset, as well.
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      Pulling on my shirtsleeves, looking around the wide, overcrowded parking lot of the Council Towers, I push the anxiety down that’s coming through the bond from Andrei. Ever since April left, he’s been on edge, twitchy, and easily irritated. Apart from removing his head off his shoulders, I tried everything to get him to tell me what made him that way. He has been as tightlipped as a corpse, just staring at me with dull eyes.

      Marcus, on the other hand, is still as a statue next to me, not even his chest is moving when he breathes. His intent focus, just like mine, has been turned inwards to the bond we have with April. We both have been trying to plow through the block, but she has it as impenetrable as a steel fortress.

      “Look at them,” Andrei murmurs for our ears only, his voice full of disgust. “This same scum will come crawling at her feet right after they cheer for her death.”

      “I’m not sure any of them know what’s really going on.” Marcus scans the crowds, who are flocking at the entrance while dressed to the nines in their finery.

      Shoving a finger under the mask covering my entire face, I scratch at my jaw. The cursed thing is irritating, reminding me of days long past in Venice. Having a masked ball where they plan to kill her yet again is a mockery of her roots. Anger bubbles up, but I push it away. I set my mind to follow her lead. Isn’t this what I wanted? Why I searched the earth to find her? I will be what she needs! Sternly reminding myself, I flatten the lapels of my suit. At least it’s black this time. Khan’s mockery, dressing me in a white costume like a virginal sacrifice last time I was between those walls, makes my skin itch to get close to the bastard. While I have internal ramblings, the crowds have thinned, leaving only a few mulling around the parked cars. And the three of us, standing in the shadows, watching.

      “Let us enter their nest.” Taking the first step, I feel Marcus and Andrei move behind me. “Don’t hesitate, vampire or human. Remove all that pose a threat to her. No one moves a hair from her head. Am I clear?”

      “It didn’t need to be said.” Andrei sounds insulted, but I don’t give a shit how he feels right now.

      “Clear,” Marcus says after a long silence.

      With a sigh, I climb the stairs unhurriedly, my hands in my pockets, the jacket pushed aside by my forearms. Nice and easy, don’t let them see through your plans. Just blend in with the crowd. Passing through the wide-open front doors, I have to keep repeating that in my head. It’s nothing like last time we were here.

      Runners are covering the tiled, empty hallway, our shoes sinking in the plush fibers with a muffled sound. No lighting is set up, no candelabras line the walls. Our enhanced eyesight leads us through the darkness that stretches in front of us like a gaping hole leading to the pits of hell. In the distance, the light of the throne room beckons like the light at the end of a tunnel, its significance not lost on me. The message the Council is trying to send is: When everything is dark, we are here to bring the light. The self-proclaimed saviors are mocking us to our face.

      My hands clench into fists in my pockets, my outer calm not giving away the storm brewing in my chest. They think they’ll celebrate the death of the one I have claimed as mine. The one that, to my astonishment, claimed me back. Their blood will paint the walls of this building tonight.

      My lips curl under the stoic mask I hold on my face.

      Classical music drifts to my ears before we reach the entrance of the throne room. Squinting my eyes from the drastic change, the light from the dangling chandelier and hundreds of lit up candles is too harsh on my sight. Another powerplay, to make all of us disoriented while the eight of them watch like hawks from their thrones. Pushing away from the discomfort, I pretend that I’m struggling to adjust, all their eyes moving away from the three of us in disinterest.

      “Spread out.” With a quiet command, I move away from Andrei and Marcus.

      Circling the edges of the vast open space, I scan the area as inconspicuously as possible. Eyes following my movement are like a wooden steak between my shoulder blades. Forcing myself not to turn and find the threat, I grab the first human within arm’s reach. Dragging her closer, I push the mask aside and press my nose to her neck, hiding in her hair. Repulsion makes me shiver as I sniff the cloying scent of decay coming from her skin. For the love of anything sacred, what are they doing between these walls?

      “Humph…I could’ve sworn…” Kali’s softly spoken words make me squeeze the human’s wrist harder than necessary, her pained whimper adding to the illusion of my fangs being embedded in her neck.

      I feel her moving away from me, my muscles relaxing from the stiffness I’m hoping she didn’t notice. Still holding the woman pressed to me, I turn us slightly around, searching for Andrei and Marcus through the crowds. The human claws at my shoulder with her free hand, pushing me to growl menacingly so she gets her hands off me. I see Andrei nod from next to the thrones, his partial mask enough to hide his identity. Marcus is nowhere to be found, but a hush falls over the room and I’m out of time to search for him. Pulling my mask back over my face, I shove the human away, sending her sprawling on the floor.

      “You must be wondering why we are celebrating tonight.” Khan’s voice bounces off the walls around us, coming from everywhere at once. The throne only amplifies it. “With the unexpected attack by the rebels…” He smirks, making my claws pierce the skin of my palms. “You thought the Council was weak. We have grown complacent over the years.” Lifting himself up, he spreads his arms wide. “We still hold the power. It will never be given to anyone else and those that want it will be turned to dust. It is easy to play a victim, so you catch the disease trying to plague our kind. And we did.” Grinning wildly, his eyes glint with madness when he surveys the room. “We have the disease, and we will cure you of it once and for all.” Waving a hand at Irina, his fangs drop from under his lip. “Bring her in!”

      The rest of the Council sits impassively on their thrones. All but Eshe. She is clutching the sides of her throne with clawed hands, her dark eyes sparkling with rage, nostrils flaring and lips pressed so tight together a trickle of blood slides from them down to her chin. Her breasts are heaving, the long-beaded chains on her chest dancing with the movement.

      They roll in a large wooden cross, just another mockery of the human faith that this building belonged to because of the woman stretched out on it as if crucified. Khan is almost vibrating where he stands, his face twisting in an ugly mask of lust and hatred at the same time. Bile rises in my throat at the sight. My fingers are twitching with the urge to rip his head off his shoulders.

      “And here she is.” Irina pushes the cross to the center of the room, her thick accent making her words choppy and harsh on the ears. “Your matron.” Throwing her head back, she laughs, her platinum blonde hair swaying behind her. “A pathetic, little, human.” Irina sneers in the woman’s face.

      To my surprise, the woman only smiles. Not a trace of fear can be felt or seen on her, and the genuine smile stuns even the crazy bitch that was getting in her face. Tension is so thick in the air you will need to claw through it if you want to move.

      “You fucking little bitch!” Irina screeches, lifting a clawed hand in the air and swiping at the woman’s neck.

      “Irina!” Khan roars, while my body coils up to attack, but none of us should’ve bothered.

      Wind rustles my suit jacket a second before a vision in a blue and silver dress appears between Irina and the woman. Her hair is styled in a crown on top of her head, long curls falling down the back over her bare shoulders. Power like I’ve never felt before pulses through the air, leaving me breathless.

      Irina’s eyes bulge out, her hand still up in the air, and everything is frozen in place for a second. Then April jerks her hand back, a sickening, sucking sound permeating the air. She lifts her clawed hand up with Irina’s still-beating heart between her fingers. Thick red blood runs down her forearm when her fingers tighten, squeezing the organ until it bursts.

      “Surprise bitch!” the woman tied to the cross says a moment before Irina disintegrates to dust, laughing in the faces of the stunned, mute Council.

      April giggles.

      “I believe you were looking for me, Khan,” she says softly, licking the blood from her hand.

      “Now!” Marcus roars from somewhere in the crowd.
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      All hell breaks loose in the throne room. The guardians swarm through the doors, killing everyone that stands in their way. Blood sprays like someone throwing buckets of paint in the air, the coppery scent making my fangs throb in my gums. Shrieks and roars create a cacophony of sound, replacing the soft music that played not long ago. My eyes stay locked on Khan. He hasn’t moved from his place, his face still twisted in a grimace that is, I’m assuming, supposed to look intimidating. Tilting my head to the side, I scrutinize him. Or maybe he is constipated. He does look little pale.

      “Not feeling well, tesoro?” I can feel Sebastian at my back, jerking like I’ve slapped him at the word. He knows nothing of my history with Khan. But he will. “Oops…I didn’t mean to kill your whore. Forgive me?” Batting my eyelashes innocently, a smug smile stretches my lips. “It’s a shame, really. She did help you kill me, after all.”

      “Vincenza.” From the corner of my eye I see my old friend, Eshe. She calls out, rushing through the fighting bodies, throwing people like dolls left and right in her hurry.

      “It’s April, my friend.” Grabbing her arm when she reaches my side, I still don’t look away from Khan. “Vincenza died centuries ago. She was a little too soft hearted for the likes of those like him.” Pointing my chin at Khan, I hear Eshe laugh softly. “She also had poor taste in men, I must say.” This time Eshe laughs out loud, and I chuckle. “April fixed that little problem.”

      Reaching behind me, I grab hold of a still-stiffened Sebastian and pull him next to me. Without looking, I flick the mask off his face. Eshe laughs harder. I wonder if she will do it for much longer after I say my peace.

      “You see Sebastian.” He turns his face to me, his intent gaze like a caress on the side of my face. “Khan here was my consort centuries ago. I bet all the scrolls and texts never revealed that little detail. He is too smart to have that just lying around.” I can feel the muscles on his forearm turn to granite under my hand. “It wasn’t all of them together that killed me and cursed my blood. It was him and his mistress, Irina. Piercing my heart with a wooden stake carved with runes. They took everything from me and cursed you all, humans included, to this exitance.” My gaze finally swings to each of the others sitting stunned on their thrones like the dumb puppets they are. “And he planned to kill all of you tonight. Isn’t that right, Khan? How did you put it…Ah yes!” Mimicking his voice, I still don’t pull off the crazy edge in it. “’I will get rid of all of you tonight. It’s a new era, and it will be mine.’ Did I get it right?”

      “She lies, trying to turn us against each other.” Finally snapping out of his trance, he waves his hands when the rest of them jump off their thrones. “Don’t you see she’s the disease that we must get rid of?”

      “I sense no lies in her words.” Niklas squares off with Khan, his glass blue eyes glinting angrily. “You, however, reek of it.”

      Kali throws herself at me like a whirlwind. Sebastian materializes between us, intercepting her with a loud crash of bodies, both of them taking the wooden cross down from the force. I turn to look for the woman only to find her gone. Good, the two guardians did the job I gave them well, taking her to safety. The screeches and roars are lessened with each passing moment. A yellow blur comes my way, but Eshe steps in the way, coming face to face with Elizabeth. With a grin, Eshe attacks, sinking her fangs in Elizabeth’s shoulder. I guess everyone is busy with their own favorites. It’s time I deal with mine.

      Walking up to the thrones, Niklas moves fast, showing up in front of me with his claws extended and fangs bared. His eyes bulge out of his head when he jerks abruptly to a stop with my hand wrapped around his neck. Grinning, my hand sinks in his chest, and he blinks stupidly at me when I rip his heart from this chest. Opening my fingers, it plops at my feet and, still looking at his astounded expression, I sink the thin heel of my sandals in it.

      “You almost got me when I was saving Sebastian.” He turns to dust, and I wave my hand in front of my face to clear the air. “I didn’t like that very much.”

      Facing the three remaining Council members, I smile.

      “And what shall we do with the three of you?” Guardians have surrounded them, keeping them seated while their bodies tremble with rage and the need to attack me. Tapping a finger on my lips, I feel the blood dripping down my chin. My tongue sticks out, cleaning it off my lips. “Whoever survives between the two of you can join me,” I tell Abraham and Sharif.

      Without a second to even think about what I’ve said, they turn, ripping at each other. How disappointing. Glancing around, I see the guardians have cleared out the throne room. Body parts litter the once sparkling-clean floor, everything covered in sprays of red like a masterpiece. Eshe and Sebastian stand close, also covered in blood. A shiver runs down my spine at how sinful Sebastian looks, disheveled, his intense eyes glimmering. Abraham lifts off the dust that used to be Sharif. He looks at me expectantly. Searching the room, my eyes lock on Marcus. I nod, and the next second, he is behind Abraham, his hand bursting through the front of the Council member’s chest.

      “Loyalty can’t be taught,” I tell Abraham evenly before he evaporates.

      When only Khan is left, I stand there watching him. The idiot doesn’t even try to run, or bargain. I definitely expected a deal from the sleazebag. He keeps staring, madness swirling in his dark eyes. The silence is too loud in the room.

      “Stand back, Sebastian. I’ve waited a very long time for this.” A humorless smile lifts my lips. “I guess it’s you and me, Khan. Just like the old times.” With a roar, he slams his shoulder in my chest.
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      The air is knocked out of my lungs, leaving me gasping until I remember that I don’t necessarily have to breathe. Khan sinks his claws in my arms, the ripping of skin under their sharpness fueling my determination to see him suffer. He expects a scream, but he receives a grin instead. My own claws rake down his sides and back, his pained roar making me chuckle.

      Khan snaps his jaws too close to my face, his madness making him reckless and wild. One sharp fang splits the skin on my cheek, and the stinging is forgotten from the putrid smell of his breath. My stomach rolls from the stench, allowing him an opportunity to wedge himself between my legs, his erection pressing on my belly through the thin fabric of the dress. Bile like acid floods my mouth, and I throw him off me, gagging. He is back in a flash, lifting me up and slamming me on the ground. Tiles crack under my body, my bones rattling under my skin. Anger bubbles in my chest, and something snaps in my brain, causing me to shove him away with everything in me.

      “Aww, does it hurt?” I send him flying into Irina’s throne, breaking it in half. “Oops, we broke a throne.”

      Lifting up, I stalk to where he is sprawled on the ground, groaning. Blood runs freely from his wounds. I can feel it from mine too, warmth spreading down my shoulders, but centuries have passed, and the thirst for revenge is stronger than blood loss.

      “Get up!” I kick him, and he slides a few feet, writhing on the ground.

      Walking up to him, I grab his robes, yanking him up. His eyes glint with triumph when I lift him to face me, my claws shredding the fabric of his robes. Too late I notice the movement of his arm. Searing pain like my body is burning from the inside out spreads through me. I try to stumble away from him, but I can’t. Looking down between our bodies, I see his hand gripping a large piece of the crystal throne that he pushed between my ribs, sinking his hand all the way to the knuckles inside me.

      He grins victoriously.

      A red haze overtakes my vision, bathing everything around me in swirls of pulsing rage. Not again! He will not win this time even if he takes me with him. Yanking him closer, I stifle a scream when the shard sinks deeper in my side. Finally, the terror he should feel widens his eyes a second before I strike, ripping half of his neck with my fangs. The hot, sour taste of tainted blood sprays my mouth, face, and neck, but I keep tearing the flesh, tendons, and bones until his head drops with a heavy thud at my feet. Disgust makes me spit the remaining blood out of my mouth, and I shiver from the bitter aftertaste.

      “Pathetic for a god, don’t you think?” Shaking him like a dog would a bone, I watch his headless body with loathing.

      A roar echoes around me from the guardians. Startled out of my killing lust, I turn to see them all down on one knee, heads bowed together with whoever was left alive of the guests to this debacle. Eshe and Sebastian are, as well, their heads lifted while they watch me with reverence on their faces.

      I wipe my hand off the sodden skirts of the dress, my fingers brushing over the wooden stakes. I don’t have time to take a full breath before the bond with all my kind snaps back into place. Forgetting that it will happen now that Khan is dead, it brings me on my knees. My back bows, bending me backward, my arms flinging back to my sides. An awful scream of pain shatters every glass in the room into dust, the walls around us cracking when the remaining crystal thrones amplify it.

      It echoes a very long time, no doubt heard by everyone in a hundred-mile radius, leaving all those kneeling around me sprain on the floor with their hands pressed tightly to their bleeding ears. My throat feels raw, and vocal cords are ripped apart. When I finally drop on the ground, blood sprays through my lips when I cough. The blurriness clears after a moment, millions of emotions from around the world hitting like a tsunami in my chest, leaving me breathless.

      Strong, calloused hands lift me up, and I press my face to Sebastian’s chest, inhaling his familiar scent. Sebastian. My eyes snap open, and I lift my face to his. His dark gaze full of concern is intent on me. My hand glides down his chest to my lap, then further down my hip to my thigh. Pain stabs my chest, but I push it away. This is the way it has to be. Reminding myself sternly, I look around, searching for Andrei. He is nowhere to be found.

      Good.

       Locking my gaze on Sebastian, I lift my other hand, cupping his face and pulling him down for a kiss. His eyes close, and he comes eagerly, his tongue parting my lips, sending a burning desire through me. I can never get enough of him. I kept lying to myself all this time that I hate him, that I can never forgive his treachery for turning me into something I hated. I was an idiot. He is like a drug, and I am a willing addict. You must do this April. The voice in my head pulls me out of the lust clouding my mind. My fingers tighten around the wooden stake, and in one smooth motion, I pull it out, plunging it in Sebastian’s heart.

      He jerks back, eyes widening on my face. Slowly, his head tilts, his gaze moving to the wood sticking from his chest. My hand still wrapped around the runes, I expect to see hurt or betrayal when he looks back at me.

      Acceptance and love shine strong, even through the bond I still hold blocked between us. A soft smile lifts his kissable lips, and his trembling hand grazes my cheek.

      “La mia redenzione, ricordati di me.” ‘My redemption, remember me.’ I find it difficult to breathe, when I hear his words. His hand falls limply to his side, my body following his when he drops on the ground. I can’t pull my eyes away from his, but my heart breaks because it has come to this. Holding on to the block on the bond, I watch his angelic face shrivel and dry out, the muscles that I traced with my hands while he was filling me turning into nothing next to me. Tears trickle down my face like rivulets gathering under my chin before dropping on my chest.

      Silence.

      Lifting my head, I look at the faces around us. Disbelief, shock, and horror, mixes with tears and blood over their skin. They blame me at this very moment for taking him away from them, as if I didn’t take him away from me too. The last thump of his heart is like I have plunged the same stake in my own chest. Turning away from their judgment, with a trembling hand, I pull the damn wood from his heart. Ripping my wrist open, I press it on top of his dry lips.

      “Drink.” My shaking words get everyone around me to press closer. They are all holding their breath just like I am. The blood drips down his chin, spilling through his parted lips. “Drink!” My hand shakes when I try to move his jaw to close it. I only manage to tilt his head to the side, spilling out whatever was left from my blood.

      My body shakes, teeth chattering from fear or shock, but I’m not sure which. Ripping open my now-healed wrist, I press it to his lips again. “Drink, damn you!” Curling a fist, I thump him on his shriveled chest. “Drink!” My scream echoes through the crystal behind me.

      His lips close on my skin, the pull when he takes what I offer releasing the vise around my chest. I watch with tears running down my face as his body fills up and, finally, his back bows off the floor when he takes his first breath.

      “April…” My name is the first thing he says, like a prayer on his lips.

      “Oh, Sebastian.” Throwing myself across his chest, I hiccup with my sobs. “I want to kill you again for scaring the shit out of me, you asshole.” His arms wrap around me, dragging my body on top of his. “You deserve to be stabbed again.”

      “What did you do, my redemption?” His deep voice sounds raw.

      Lifting my head, I look down at him, my tears dropping like raindrops on his angelic face. “New era, as Khan said. New blood is my legacy.”

      Sebastian surges up, taking my lips in a searing kiss while the guardians roar around us in victory.
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      Draped over the throne like a cat on Sunday morning, I rub Mutt’s ears with my toe. He whimpers and wiggles, his tail going crazy and thumping in a fast beat on the floor. My hand is wrapped around Sebastian’s, who is sprawled on the second throne just as unwilling to leave my sight. Or stop touching me for that matter.

      “Did the woman make it safely out of here?” I ask no one in particular.

      “She is back at the hotel with the two you appointed as her keepers,” Marcus says from near Sebastian.

      “You feel like you’re expecting something to happen.” Sebastian’s deep voice is soft, but I feel it inside my chest, warming my insides.

      “What if I am?” Mutt perks his ears up, lifting his head to focus his intelligent brown eyes on me. “You buddy, are too judgmental for a dog.” Sebastian chuckles at that.

      I feel him before I see him. Lifting myself up, I straighten on the throne, Sebastian becoming alert along with me. We are still dressed in our bloodied clothes, including everyone else that refused to leave our side. Marcus is sitting with his legs thrown in front of him, his back leaning on Sebastian’s throne. Andrei walks through the doors, his eyes finding mine the same second.

      I nod, and he grimly nods back.

      Reaching behind him, he drags Sara through the haphazardly draped bodies on the floor. She looks pale, the hair escaping her braid and curling around her face while her wide eyes turn deviant when she finally sees me. Sebastian stiffens, and Marcus jerks upright when they see Andrei pushing her on her knees in front of me.

      “Hello, Sara.” She glares at my smile. “I’m happy to see you are safe from all the monsters now.”

      Her lips press in a thin line, and she refuses to look away from my penetrating gaze.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Sebastian frowns, looking from me to Sara.

      “Are you going to tell him, or should I?” Her eyes widen in shock, but she bites her lips, not saying a word.

      “April?” Marcus moves to my other side, looking coiled up and confused.

      “Why don’t you tell them where your brother is Sara.” She jerks back at my question.

      “He is struggling with the transformation.” Marcus grumbles, but Andrei just shakes his head, cutting off whatever else he was about to say.

      “He must’ve made a miraculous recovery since I saw him protecting Irina from the sunlight when she ran from the hotel.”

      “You traitor!” Sebastian roars, but I grab his forearm, holding him back.

      “But that’s not all, is it Sara?” Her glare turns wary. “You have more secrets, don’t you, my dear friend? How about you tell them about the group that you are part off.” She tries to run, but Andrei grabs her, throwing her back down on the floor. “About the hunters that are planning to kill us all in our sleep.”

      Sebastian jumps up, his body shaking in rage. “I will rip you apart!” he roars in her face.

      “Where will the fun of that be, Tesoro?” Standing up next to him, I give Sara a cold smile. “I have other plans for her. Much, much better than ripping her apart.” My eyes flick to Andrei. “Go get her brother.”

      Andrei stumbles midturn, catching himself before he topples down. My arms fling to my sides so I can keep my balance, Sebastian and Marcus taking hold of the crystal thrones to stay standing. The ground under our feet shudders violently, raising everyone to their feet. Confusion clouds my mind. This feels nothing like an earthquake. A niggling thought that we’ve missed something fleetingly passes my mind but the strengthening of the building and the ground under my feet pushes it away.

      “The building is going to collapse if it keeps going. We need to get out!” Sebastian reaches for my hand, grasping my fingers tightly.

      A hard body tackles me to the floor, wide shoulders digging into my ribs, sandwiching me between it and Sebastian when we hit the ground. Fire bursts all around us and I turn my head to see Marcus, his face twisted in pain as he shields me and Sebastian with his own body. Everything above him is just flames. Fires lick at his back and hair, and my eyes water from the heat. My lips press firmly to stop me from screaming when I wrap my arms around him to pull him closer and away from the raging inferno. A lump wiggles between me and Marcus, and I realize he has taken Mutt along with him before he pushed us out of the trajectory of the flames.

      Sebastian holds onto me tightly, rolling us over and away, pulling all four of us behind the crystal throne. My skin feels like it is melting, blisters popping up and oozing down my arms. Marcus groans painfully and slumps unconscious next to me, Mutt whimpering, his paws clawing at my leg. Pressing my hand on Marcus’s chest, I assure myself he is still alive before I turn to Sebastian. He is as hurt as me, Mutt almost unharmed, but none of us are as bad as Marcus.

      Andrei! my mind screams, and I scramble over Sebastian to poke my head from behind the throne.

      The fire has stopped like it was never there. Charred bodies litter the ground, pained groans and screams filling up the room. One is unmoving in the same place where Andrei used to be, and shock makes my heart stop for a second. A stirring at the entrance catches my attention, my eyes jerking there and widening at the sight.

      The mage that I removed the limbs from when he tried to blind me is well and whole, his hand holding Sara’s while they focus their hatred-filled eyes on mine. How the fuck did we forget about the mages? I allowed this to happen. Guilt pushes bile up my throat. Sara grins an ugly, twisted smile my way. Squaring my shoulders, my power sends a wave at them, slamming them into the opposite wall. She hurt those that are mine. Staring her down, I make sure she hears me before the mage pulls her away.

      “I’m coming for you!”
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      Riconoscimento: Recognition (New Blood Rising Book 3) coming soon

      

      Betrayal. Magic. A new human threat lurking in the shadows. The throne is far from secured.

      

      April thought that removing the Council was her biggest problem, but  never did she imagine that her only friend would become her archenemy...

      

      Reeling from the gut wrenching betrayal, she is left with too many bodies to count. There is nothing left standing in her way of becoming the monster she feared.

      

      Sebastian has a decision to make. Support her, or stop her from destroying the human race alongside the mages. Is their bond strong enough to bring April back from her bloodlust? Or is one human the catalyst that destroys them all?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader,

      

      I hope you enjoyed the continuation of the story. It was so much fun writing it. But, this is not the end of April and Sebastian’s problems. Who would’ve thought Sara was capable of playing them both, huh. :) Please consider leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, BookBub, or anywhere else.  It helps others discover the books and it’s a virtual hug to us authors. Who doesn’t like a hug? Book three will be coming out shortly. If you like to keep up to date sign up for the newsletter. There will be an exclusive to my NL novella available there soon.

      Click here to subscribe

      In the meantime scroll on and check my other books if you haven’t had a chance already. Elementals, Gods, angels, demons, Fae, witches and vamps are aplenty. Thank you for joining me on this adventure.

      Until next time, rebel!

      Maya xxx
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      New Blood Rising series- Dark PNR

      Risorgimento-Rebirth Book 1

      Rovesciamento-Overthrown Book 2

      Riconoscimento-Recognition Book 3 - coming soon

      

      Semiramis series-Urban Fantasy/Supernatural suspense:

      Who am I - Prequel to the Semiramis series

      Semiramis Awakened Book 1

      Semiramis Reborn Book 2

      Semiramis The Vessel Book 3

      

      Stand alone-Dark Fantasy romance/ Mythology:

      The Cursed Kingdom

      

      Hidden Portals trilogy- PNR:

      Venus Trap Book 1

      The First Secret Book 2

      The Obsidian Throne- coming soon

      

      The Broken Halos series- PNR/Urban Fantasy:

      The Devil is in the Details Book 1

      Speak of the Devil Book 2

      Encounter with the Devil Book 3

      The Devil in Disguise Book 4

      To look the Devil in the Eye Book 5 - coming soon
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