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      The Makara Coven turned Nalia away when she was a child. Now she must return to save her village.

      With vampires squeezing life out of the division, Nalia swallows her revulsion and pride to take on the distasteful task of venturing to the witches to enlist them as allies. But when her guard is attacked during their trek, she’s stranded in the Himalayan forests.

      Starved for blood after being locked in the temple prison, Vikas stumbles through the woods seeking sustenance on his way back to his cabin. He tracks an enticing scent, the promise of a delicious meal, which leads him to a woman alone in the woods. He offers to help her—but at a cost.

      When a vampire, of all creatures, offers to help Nalia, she must choose the best option for survival—not only for herself, but for everyone counting on her. If she makes the wrong decision, it may be a fatal mistake.

      

      IMMORTAL RESISTANCE is a standalone contribution to the Berkano Vampire collection. Stories can be read in any order.

      To learn more, visit fallensorcery.com
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      Nalia

      

      Nalia’s father rose from the head of the table in the meeting house and paced with a grim expression. Nearly a dozen Guardians and residents of Kantari Village had gathered to discuss what to do about the state in the division.

      “After much contemplation, I have decided it’s time to talk to the witches,” her father said. “If this darkness continues, we will all perish. Nalia, you must go to the Makara Coven and enlist their help.”

      Nalia’s mouth fell open as she stared at her father. The situation had to be even worse than she’d thought. He wouldn’t ask her to do this task, otherwise. Visiting the witches who had once shunned her wasn’t something she’d ever wanted to do. She’d happily keep her distance from them and stay away from their valley in the Himalayas in the northern region in the division of Charmukh.

      “And do what exactly?” she asked, once she’d recovered from the shock.

      “Two things. We need more assistance to save the failing crops before we all starve. And we must recruit the witches as allies. We can’t take on the vampires alone.”

      Allies, ha! Nalia resisted groaning.

      She tried to keep the vulnerability out of her tone. “Why me?”

      “Because of your witch blood,” he said. “That is more of a connection than any of us have.”

      Don’t remind me.

      Nalia swallowed the distaste in her mouth, turning with a grimace to mask her lack of enthusiasm for the task. She inhaled and then exhaled slowly. It took all her self-control not to declare her contempt for the coven and their exclusive membership. Her father had heard it before. Pure blood witches were few and far between since the Rift, which resulted fifty years ago when a witch and vampire had tried to cure vampirism. The chaotic spell had launched the world into disorder, reshaping it into sixteen divisions.

      “After all, what’s a stronger bond than blood?” Hiran, a Guardian in the village, said from across the table, near her father’s seat.

      “Stronger bond than blood?” Nalia blurted out. How could she not? “They turned me away when I was a baby. An orphaned baby. My biological mother was one of them, yet they clearly don’t feel the same about any blood bond.” Apparently, her half-blood status wasn’t good enough for them.

      She stopped before adding that she would have died herself if she hadn’t been adopted by a human couple in the village.

      “I know this is difficult for you, Nalia,” her father said, “and I wouldn’t ask you if I thought we could avoid it.”

      There had to be something. Some other way that didn’t involve her going to the elitist witches and groveling for their help.

      “Why not just go straight to Marco?” Nalia said. “And explain how the shield is harming us.”

      Marco ruled over the division from a temple in the city of Four Corners. Although she’d loathe going to a vampire for help, the task wouldn’t be as personal, poking at a sore spot deep within.

      Her father shook his head. “We’ve tried that. Some scouts were forced to be blood suppliers, while others were found as mere husks, drained of blood.”

      Nalia gasped. “You never told me that.”

      “You’re my daughter,” he said in his usual gruff voice. “I protect you however I can.” He spoke in a gentler tone. “Unfortunately, I need to pull you into this. Sometimes, we must do things we don’t want to for the benefit of all. The time for diplomatic discussions is over. The vampires are too dangerous and they need to be overthrown.”

      She gazed at him with an odd mix of wonder and admiration. What he proposed would mark a monumental change in the division.

      If it worked.

      It took tremendous courage to suggest such a plan. The vampires in power were destroying the division. Somehow, they’d manipulated the shield that the god Shiva had erected, to protect Charmukh after the Rift. Whatever they’d done, it slowly squeezed out the sunlight like wringing out a sponge. Daylight no longer shined over the division. At the peak of day, the skies were merely illuminated to twilight, allowing the vampires to roam unharmed by the sun’s rays.

      “What about going directly to Shiva?” she suggested.

      “We’ve sent scouts to Mount Kailash as well, months ago. They did not find Shiva, but left several messages where they hope he will find one—if he ever returns.” Her father lifted his arm and glanced at it. “The lack of food is crippling us. Look at us, wilting like dying flowers.”

      Hearing her father, a proud leader, refer to himself that way, affected her deep within. She swallowed, seeking fortitude for the task he asked her to do. The lack of sufficient sunlight had devastating consequences on growing crops. Hunger affected everyone in Charmukh as even the vampires suffered with less nutritious blood from human donors. Without the magical aid from witches to encourage the growth of crops, humans would soon perish. Why the vampires followed such a reckless plan was a mystery. What was their endgame?

      Her father was right. She couldn’t be selfish and think about her pain when the lives of so many were at stake, including children. They needed the Makara Coven’s help, not for food, but to overthrow the vampires. Humans couldn’t take them on alone. Witches and vampires had been enemies for as long as she’d known and relationships between them were forbidden.

      The coven had to be suffering, as well. Filtered sunlight drained life from all, and magically modified food did not have the same nutritional value. The witches might not be suffering as badly as the humans, but they had to be still affected. Would that make them more likely to join an alliance?

      Nalia clenched her hands, but then forced herself to relax them. It was time to act. “All right. I’ll go to them.”

      Her father gave her a proud nod. “Hiran will serve as your Guardian.”

      Good. Hiran was a close friend of her father and a well-trained warrior. She would feel better not venturing through the forests on her own to reach the coven. The hunger and suffering made people desperate and more likely to act out of that desperation.

      Nobody was comfortable traveling alone anymore.

      The next morning, Nalia gathered her pack for the journey. She said goodbye to her parents and struggled to control her conflicted emotions. Her mother had challenged that resolve by putting on a brave front, but her glistening eyes tugged at Nalia—the look of a worried mother.

      Her parents had adopted her when she was an infant, after she’d been found hidden in the forests where her biological parents had been slain. Clearly, they were better people than the witches who’d turned her away. She’d never forgiven the coven for it, even now when she had to beg for their help.

      And yet, her father was the one who sent her on this journey to the witches.

      Nalia trekked with Hiran out of the narrow roads between the congested apartments in Kantari Village, where several families lived in a jumble of colorful apartments in the fringes of the city of Four Corners. The buildings appeared to climb over each other, gasping for air and sunlight in the darkened skies of the oppressive city.

      They would venture west past the rice paddies, into the forests, and then on to the valley where the witches lived. They estimated the journey to take two days by foot. The terrain on the forest trails could be rugged and difficult to navigate.

      Although Hiran was now in his fifties, he moved through the winding paths amid the trees with the agility of a man half his age. He made a living selling chess sets and pashmina at the bazaar, right next to her parent’s stand, where they sold trinkets and second-hand goods—whatever they could to support themselves. For as long as she could remember, he’d practiced his martial arts training daily, which was likely what kept him in top shape. The only indication he wasn’t young was the salt creeping through the pepper of his close-cut hair.

      “Things need to change in Charmukh,” Nalia ranted as they left the outskirts of the city. The transition wasn’t subtle. The forests claimed the edges of the city with trees and vines creeping in over the streets and sneaking up through cracks in the pavement. If left unchecked, they would swallow the homes and temples one day, leaving no clues that a civilization ever had existed there.

      With the way things were going, the humans would be the first to go. But then where would the vampires get their sustenance? Witch blood would poison them. Leave it to the vamps to chart a course that would lead to self-destruction for them all.

      “I’m sick of the witches thinking they’re so superior to humans. And then there are the vampires and their power trip—making it impossible for anyone to thrive, let alone survive.”

      “That’s why we’re going on this trip,” Hiran said in a calm tone, which contrasted with her heated declarations. That was typical of Hiran. He was solid, steady. “We need to do this to make things better.”

      Nalia didn’t reply, but took in the scenery as they ventured deeper into the forest. So much green, and the quiet was so peaceful compared to the constant noise of the village. She had to listen carefully to hear an underlying buzz of activity—the musical sounds of doves singing, the cries of the cicada, or a gentle breeze ruffling through the leaves. She inhaled. Even the air was cleaner. The soothing atmosphere of the forests calmed her harried thoughts during their trek.

      They continued to walk in relative silence as the morning passed into a dimly lit afternoon. The dark sway of the trees’ shadows across their path coupled with the howls of nocturnal animals spiked her anxiety. Dusk in the forest hampered her ability to see what was out there.

      A rattling in the bushes caught their attention. A man leaped from behind it and knocked Hiran to the ground. He bared his fangs and bent down, piercing Hiran’s neck. Hiran cried out.

      Vampire.

      Nalia lunged on top of the vampire, shrieking, “No! Get off him!”

      The vampire pushed her away as easy as tossing a pillow, knocking her pack off her back and sending her to the ground. He hissed at her. His eyes glared with red venom, which matched the streaks of blood dripping from his mouth. He crawled over to her. She scooted away, but he grabbed her ankles and yanked her back. Sliding over her, he opened his jaw like an overpowering anaconda. Her heart pounded, echoing in her ears, like a time clock ticking her last moments. Her eyes widened. She pushed at his chest, but he didn’t yield.

      A gleam of metal slashed across his throat. Hiran’s kukri, his favored knife, dripped with the evidence of his action as he hovered over her.

      Blood poured from the gash, raining down on her face. Some trickled into her mouth, the distinct tangy flavor covering her taste buds. Oh, how ghastly. She turned her head and spat it out.

      Get it out, get it out!

      A part of her craved more. She refused to acknowledge it. A wave of nausea followed.

      Hiran plunged the knife into the vampire’s back. The vampire shot back more quickly than Nalia could track.

      The vampire pinned Hiran to the ground. Although Hiran battered the vampire with fists, the vampire didn’t react. He tore into his throat and fastened his mouth to it. The coppery scent of blood filled her nostrils.

      No! Where was the knife?

      She scanned the ground. The gleam of metal on the grass lay about two feet from Hiran’s opened hand. Nalia lunged for it. As she was about to grasp the handle, she became airborne. She landed on the ground with such an impact, that all the breath whooshed from her lungs. When she tried to breathe, the sharp pain in her chest made her wince.

      The crepuscular sky overhead turned even darker. That was strange. It was only mid-afternoon.

      Where was the vampire? Where was Hiran?

      As the darkness spread in, her thoughts clouded, muting her fear.

      What did the skies look like before the shield? She had never known the world without it.

      She tried to stand, but the darkness weighed her down. It covered her like a warm blanket on a cool autumn night. Her eyes drifted closed as she slipped under its spell.

      

      Vikas

      Vikas squinted as he exited the Shivanali Temple, facing the ornate iron gates with spiked points that surrounded the temple compound. After days confined to a cell, even the twilight appeared bright. The Enforcers, who guarded the compound, escorted him beyond the gates and then released his arms.

      “I don’t think we need to remind you,” Deven said, “but don’t come back.”

      With their history, couldn’t they have some decency?

      “After all we’ve gone through, this is how it ends?” Vikas eyed Arun and Deven with scorn. It was all he could do. After days of starvation, he lacked the strength to fight them.

      “Boss’s orders,” Arun said.

      Vikas clenched his fists. “You know he’s gone too far. We’re all going to suffer eventually—even you.”

      When Deven eyed Vikas, a flicker of doubt appeared in his intense onyx stare. Then, he spun on his polished boots and turned back toward the temple.

      Vikas prodded Arun. “You can see what’s happening, right, my old friend?”

      Friend might be pushing it, but they had worked together for many years and had formed a companionship.

      “What can we do?” Arun ran a hand over his chin, covering his mouth. In a barely audible voice, he replied, “He’s too powerful.”

      Vikas’s pulse raced. Had he actually reached Arun? They shared a similar history in that Arun had been forced to become a vampire during the same tumultuous period as Vikas, around twenty years ago. Although they’d never shared intimate details of that dark time, Arun had admitted he hadn’t chosen immortality.

      “We need to work together and come up with a plan,” Vikas said.

      “Two vampires don’t stand a chance against them. They’d crush us.” Arun raised his chin in a half-nod. “I wish you well.” He turned and followed Deven back to the stone gates flanked by two lion statues.

      “Wait,” Vikas called, but Arun ignored him.

      To hell with them.

      He spun around and powered forth into the forest with clenched fists and long strides, ignoring his body’s weakness. His cabin awaited him deep in the woods of Charmukh. It had been over a week since he’d left. His cabin was his refuge. And he couldn’t wait to return to the quiet solitude and get away from the suffering in Four Corners.

      He never should have left his cabin. He’d been a fool to listen to a human couple’s plea for his help and head to the temple. Marco had grown too powerful and too cruel to be reasoned with. He’d imprisoned Vikas and starved him for days for interfering.

      The hunger had left him clinging to the edge of sanity. A vampire’s thirst was unfortunately uncontrollable. The longer it went, the more savage a vampire grew to end the agony.

      Before he continued to home, he had to eat. Human blood. Animal. It didn’t matter. He needed blood. His body craved it and his fangs itched to sink into something warm and nutritious.

      He sniffed at the forest. An abundance of animal scents filled his nostrils, and he sought to categorize them: raccoon, squirrel, and deer. Alas, no point in salivating over a deer that had long past.

      His nostrils flared. This odor was recent. A sheep had recently passed. A predatory drive consumed him as he tracked his prey deeper through the woods and into a clearing.

      The lone sheep grazing in the grassy patch didn’t sense Vikas’s approach until it was too late. He knocked it to the forest floor and plunged his fangs into its throat. Blood, sweet blood, rolled over his tongue, firing his taste buds.

      After being starved for too long, he couldn’t stop for the animal to recover. He usually avoided killing his prey, yet that was only possible with larger animals. He cursed the vampire who had brought him to this reckless hunger. Marco was a Berkano, vampires who were notorious for their cruelty and hunger for power. Unfortunately, Marco and his brothers had been in Kathmandu during the Rift, and so they’d been stuck in Charmukh, which formed after the world reformed into divisions. The shield covering the division made communications impossible. It made leaving impossible, as well.

      And the darkening shield over Charmukh made human survival less likely with each passing day.

      The Berkano brothers had overthrown the vampire king, who had been no saint himself, but would be considered kind compared to a Berkano. Marco was the only one remaining of his brothers, and it was assumed he’d killed them to ascend to the position of power he now held today.

      Vikas had been a fool to have once believed Marco’s promises of prosperity for all. He was better off living his solitary existence in a rugged mountainside terrain. That land was still more hospitable than living under the brutal rule of a dictator in a golden cage.

      He continued toward his home. The blood had taken the edge off his hunger, yet he wasn’t satiated. A breeze ruffled the trees and tickled his face like a soft feather. He closed his eyes and inhaled. A surprising scent made him snap his eyes open.

      Spilled blood. Human blood.

      Any vampire would catch the slightest hint of it lingering in the air.

      He followed the scent of blood through the rugged trails of the forests. That aroma could wake any vampire from a century-long slumber and he’d been starved for far too long not to respond to its call. The sheep had taken off the edge of starvation, but hunger still clawed at his insides.

      His hunger grew as he tracked the scent.

      Sweet human blood. Anticipation made him heady.

      The aroma grew stronger. He was close. Soon, the prize of delicious blood would be his.
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      Nalia

      

      A bird’s song tweeted in Nalia’s ears. A gentle breeze ruffled her cheek. An inner voice told her it was time to wake. But it was too comfortable. She wasn’t ready.

      A flash of bared fangs blared in her mind. Hiran! She opened her eyes with a gasp.

      Where was Hiran?

      She jumped to her feet, circling the forest for a sign of him. She grabbed her pack off the ground and widened her search. The color of his deep blue tunic ahead caught her eye. He lay on the ground, not moving.

      Please be okay. Please!

      She rushed over to him and fell on her knees at his side. “Hiran, it’s me. It’s going to be all right.” Although she attempted a smile to reassure him that he would survive, the battlefield that was once his neck indicated otherwise. “I’m going to patch you up and take you back home.”

      “It’s too late,” Hiran said. The look in his eyes indicated he knew death was near and he accepted it.

      She didn’t. And she wouldn’t.

      “Don’t say that.” She covered the wound with her hands, trying to squelch the flow of blood. The warm liquid flowed like a crimson river through her fingers, running down her hands in branching rivulets.

      She grabbed a clean shirt from her pack and pressed it on the vicious puncture marks on his throat. How could she help him?

      Her energy. A moment of hesitation stalled her—she’d suppressed her ability for a good reason—but in this situation, it was critical. She closed her eyes and projected her life force into him, willing for it to find and heal the battered parts of his body.

      He coughed and blood spurted from his mouth. A trickle from the corner of his lips joined in with the fatal ebb of life that poured out beneath the fabric.

      “You need to continue without me,” Hiran said.

      “No, Hiran. I can’t. We’re a team. We’re supposed to go together. I’ll take you back home and then we can start again once you’re healed up.”

      “Nalia, you must go on. The coven is closer than our village. Think of the families, the children.”

      Yes, that was why she was here. But how could she continue alone? If he—a top Guardian—could be taken down by a vampire, how the hell could she survive on her own?

      “Hiran…” What could she say? What could she do?

      “I stabbed him with the silver knife. He ran off. Poisoned. He won’t recover for a long time, if ever. You should be safe to continue.” He gave her a placating smile. “Go on to the coven.”

      He coughed again and this time, his body spasmed. By the time the convulsion was over, more blood spread beneath his neck on the grass below, a red velvet cushion welcoming death. His breathing turned to sputtering while his face was etched with pain.

      Her magic hadn’t helped him. It was only prolonging the inevitable, making him suffer.

      Fixing his gaze on the twilight above, he softened his contorted expression.

      She turned to look up, but the same shadows hovered—the gloom that had thwarted the sunlight since that damn Berkano had seized power.

      When she glanced back at him, his calm demeanor shook her. He faced death without fear. How could he accept it? It shouldn’t end for him like this, out here in the forest far from home. She squeezed back tears.

      It wasn’t fair. But death never was.

      The life left his eyes. His chest no longer rose and fell in a jagged rhythm.

      “No!” She placed her hand over his heart and started compressions. “I’m not going to let you die!”

      A voice inside her whispered it was too late. She ignored it.

      She pressed her mouth over his, breathing air into his lungs. The salty tang of his blood on her tongue shot a shiver of hunger through her.

      She shoved it away, refusing to acknowledge that part of her. That thirst for blood had always haunted her, but it was only a small part of her, and she’d been able to stifle it. It was yet another horrid effect after the Rift where some witches had developed a thirst for blood and longer lifespans, while some vampires could now breathe and eat food.

      Unfortunately, her thirst had grown lately. She blamed it on the damned vampires and their damn shield. It had thrown all those under its shadow off balance. With the taste of the blood on her lips for the second time that day, the longing for more pulsed through her body.

      Ignoring it, she continued frantic efforts to restore Hiran back to life.

      Her inner voice whispered louder. He’s dead.

      She lowered her head over his chest, and the tears flowed. She sobbed for him and all in the village who knew him. She’d known him her entire life. How could she tell her father that his friend was dead? That he’d made a mistake in trusting her to this task as she’d failed on such an epic level?

      An animal-like sound escaped her. She beat her fists over the pine needles on the forest floor, scattering several with an infusion of their scent in the air. This was all because of the bloody shield. It was like a virus on all who lived under it.

      That’s why she had to get to the witches. They had to stop the virus from spreading and destroying them all.

      After several minutes, she forced herself onto her feet. Crying alone in the forest wouldn’t change anything, for anyone.

      Now what?

      She couldn’t leave Hiran there to rot, to be food for the vultures. After sacrificing his life for this cause, he deserved a proper burial. But how would she manage that? She searched among the trees of the forest for some insight.

      If she’d worked with her magic, rather than stifling it, she might have been able to conjure a fire strong enough to cremate him. But, she’d been raised by humans and suppressed her natural abilities, refusing to be like those who’d turned her away.

      The only other option was to bury Hiran.

      And how the hell do you expect to manage that alone in the woods?

      She ignored that stupid practical voice. It wouldn’t help Hiran. Nothing would now. She fished through her pack for a tool that would serve as a shovel. Nothing sufficed. She’d packed food and weapons; she hadn’t anticipated having to bury her companion.

      She scanned the forest for something to aid in the task. A sharp rock, perhaps. Something that would break up the earth so she could dig a hole deep enough to cover him. It would take hours, but it was the right thing to do.

      Gauging her location by the position of the mountains, she then took another look at him.

      I’m sorry this happened to you. I’ll do my best to make things right.

      The journey to the witches would have to wait a little longer.

      She scoured the area for a sharp object to help in her somber task. At a nearby stream, she washed the blood from her skin, yet it didn’t erase the vivid images of all that had transpired in such a short time. The situation had turned from bleak to utter shit.

      Hiran was right. They’d ventured too far for her to turn back. And now she had to continue the mission alone.

      

      Vikas

      An unpleasant odor tickled Vikas’s nostrils. He sniffed at it to identify the source. He slowed his approach, taking more cautious steps. His hunt might not be as lucrative as he hoped. Only one thing smelled that way.

      Death.

      The blood trail brought him to a corpse. The man was a fresh kill, lying near rhododendron bushes. Blood caked the side of his face and down his throat. The recent death was why the scent of fresh blood lingered in the air, like the fragrant aroma of fresh-baked chai cookies spiced with cardamom and saffron.

      Another vampire had done this. Vikas scented him on the trail. A vampire who killed humans was stupid and reckless. Why kill when you could make a better arrangement, like barter for blood? It was as foolish as poisoning a food source.

      Vikas turned his head away with a hiss. The only time blood lost its appeal was in a dead body.

      His thirst would not be satiated after all.

      The hint of an enticing fragrance tickled his nostrils—female. With his taste buds already so acute in anticipation of the meal, the blood lust renewed, but with an additional drive. Her scent hinted of jasmine with other tones he couldn’t identify, but it was unlike any he had ever come across. One that invoked a sensual response so strong, it clouded all else. An aphrodisiac. Blood and sex were intertwined for a vampire, and thrown together created an intoxicating cocktail, more potent than alcohol at lowering inhibition—and often leading to regret the morning after.

      Where was this woman? Had she run off? Had she encountered the same fate as this man?

      That would be a shame. To destroy something with such a fragrant aroma would be waste. She might taste as delicious as she smelled.

      If he could find her—alive.

      He altered his search, now focusing on the luscious scent of this female. The surprising need to hunt and claim this female propelled him on. As he tracked her through the forest, his desire grew.

      He hoped she fared better than the dead man on the trail. If the other vampire had reached her first…

      Vikas clenched his hands into fists and resumed the hunt.

      He spotted the woman around fifty paces ahead. She walked in haste along the edge of a row of red rhododendron bushes. The hue of these flowers indicated that they were still on lower ground. The higher the elevation, the less pigment in the petals, giving them a range of pink hues that faded to pure white.

      Her unique scent had been alluring enough, but the sway of this woman’s hips stirred his interest to higher levels. She had shiny chestnut hair that reached past her shoulder blades. He followed the lines of her body, her back slimming in at her waist and then back out to a lush rear end.

      He stalked her along the trail, his feet light on the undergrowth as he closed the distance. Her scent lingered behind her, mixing in with the rhododendron and wrapping him in an aura of femininity.

      Forty paces away.

      His hunger made his fangs itch. He needed to sink them into her neck and taste her warm blood. If it was as succulent as her scent, it would be nirvana indeed.

      Thirty paces back.

      He wouldn’t attack her. No, that wasn’t his way. He didn’t want to terrorize those who gave him sustenance and preferred an exchange where both parties were happy. He’d get close enough to her to entrance her once he announced his presence. Mind manipulation wasn’t his typical way, but he was desperate and had no money or anything of value to offer.

      Twenty more paces.

      The increasing closeness to his prey made his muscles pull taught, ready to pounce.

      Still, he wasn’t going to attack her like some mindless beast. He was better than that. Killing humans was not the right way. Time to rein in his base urges.

      You are not an animal. Remember, you were once human.

      He pictured himself as how he once was—a refined military officer. He would approach her as if courting her at a ball. Although the wild outdoors setting was incongruent with that image, it helped him find a place of refinement amid the rising hunger for blood and sex.  He didn’t want to kill her and needed a link to humanity to keep him from losing himself in the bloodlust.

      Only ten steps separated them. She still hadn’t heard him moving as stealthy as a breeze through the forest. Now was the time to announce his presence to follow through on his plan. He didn’t want to frighten her.

      “Pardon me,” he said. “I didn’t expect to find anyone out here all alone. Do you need some help?”

      The woman stopped. She didn’t move. Then she turned her head slowly over her shoulder, caught his eye, and grimaced. She spun and rushed towards him, roaring indecipherable words. She raised her hand, hurtling toward him. Something shiny was in it.

      Fuck, a knife.

      With vampire speed, he spun away from the weapon. The sharp pain in his side indicated he hadn’t escaped her wrath. He grabbed her wrist and wrestled her to the ground.

      Heat radiated from where she gouged him. Silver. Shit. It would poison him.

      What the fuck? Who was this woman? She moved fast for a human. He yanked the knife from her hand and hurled it out of her reach.

      She squirmed beneath him, crying out like a trapped animal. For a human, she was unusually strong. She reached for him with nails poised like claws and snapped her teeth as if she would bite him.

      She would kill him if she had the chance. So, he wouldn’t give her one.

      Despite her strength, he overpowered her. He pinned both her arms and straddled her hips to keep her from kicking him. She bucked up against him like a wild mare. If she hadn’t been trying to kill him, he’d be turned on.

      He lowered his body against hers and held her there, waiting for her to tire out. Eventually, she would.

      Her chest heaved against his. “Get off me!”

      What a silly demand. “Sure, I always take commands from women who attack me.”

      “I’ll kill you!”

      The ridiculous threat made him bark out a rough laugh. “Oh yes, I’m shivering with fear.”

      She grunted. “Never mind. You’re a damn vampire. Already dead.”

      He raised his body several inches. As he guessed, she was glaring at him.

      “Yet, I feel more alive right now than I ever did as a human.”

      With a snort, she turned her head. She struggled against him again, crying with frustration. Her flailing limbs didn’t move as quickly, didn’t have as much force. Exhaustion was overpowering her will.

      “You’re pretty strong—and feisty,” he added. “Why the hell did you attack me like that?”

      “Seriously? Did you expect me to just stand there and wait for you to jump on me?”

      “What makes you think I would?”

      “Well, since my companion is now dead after we were attacked by a vampire, it seems like the most obvious conclusion.”

      “Easy with the sarcasm, tigress. You attacked me. Tell me about the other vampire.”

      “Like I need to explain.”

      “Are you always this acerbic?”

      She huffed. “Unprovoked vampire attacks tend to bring it out of me.”

      “A vampire attacked you?”

      “You’re a good listener, aren’t you?” She sighed. “I just told you that. What are you, both part of some forest fang gang?”

      “You’re funny, but no, I’m on my own. Where is this vampire?” He sniffed at her and scented the same vampire who’d left such vicious handiwork on the victim’s throat. What she said was true, which meant there was a damn rogue vampire out there attacking humans.

      “Hmm, let me check his calendar for his whereabouts,” she continued in the same sarcastic tone. Her voice caught. The scent of her fear reached him, despite how she tried to hide it under that veneer. “I assume he’s slipped off into the darkness to commit some more unspeakable acts on unsuspecting strangers.”

      In a gentler tone, Vikas said, “I saw your companion. I would never have attacked you that way.”

      “Ha. Like I’m going to believe anything a vampire would say. It’s just words.”

      “And if I wanted to attack you, you wouldn’t be able to stop me. You’re human. Your strength and speed are not equipped to face vampires. So, I have no need to tell you any lies. Why waste my time?”

      She opened her mouth and closed it, eyes blazing with fury. She reopened it. “I did manage to hurt you though, didn’t I?”

      “Congratulations. Would you like an award?”

      Why was he letting her get to him? Yet, he couldn’t help but admire her backbone. Most humans would have trembled and pleaded for mercy—or to help them. Even in her vulnerable state, she dished out words like toxic darts as if too proud to beg for anyone’s help. Maybe there was something wrong with him, or he’d been locked in isolation for too long, but he liked the verbal sparring.

      “You’re an ass. Not that I expect anything more from an animated corpse.”

      He let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, my fragile ego can’t bear it.” He grinned. “No need for insults, luv.”

      “Don’t call me that. There is clearly no love between us.”

      Persuading her to let him drink would be quite the challenge. So be it.  The more he had to work, the better she’d taste. The sweetness of victory would enhance the flavor.

      “If you weren’t planning to attack me,” she said, “what the hell do you want from me?”

      “I found a dead man in the woods. And then a woman wandering alone. I was merely checking up on you.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “What you do or don’t believe doesn’t concern me.”

      Despite his cool display, the hunger was getting to him. The bouquet of her scent was more enticing than the most perfumed flowers of the mountainside.

      Worse, the poison from the silver was working its way through his blood stream.

      He needed to drink her blood. That would help him heal more quickly. With her trapped beneath him, he could force it, but that would make him a liar and a brute monster, sending him further along the road from humanity. He would be no better than Marco.

      No hunger would ever drive him that low again.

      He had to offer her something. Find out what she wanted.

      “I’m going to stand now, but don’t think of any rash actions. We already know who has the upper hand here.”

      “Fine.” She glared at him through blazing eyes.

      Vikas stood and offered her a hand. She brushed it off and rose to her feet. Now that he had a good view, he ogled her. She looked as irresistible as she smelled.  Her dark hair had a magenta tint and appeared wild as if they’d tumbled in a passionate encounter. He had to admit, the way she stood before him, breathing heavy and shooting daggers through those eyes, turned him on.

      Her amber eyes had an exotic tilt, under dark lashes. A fine blush suffused her cheeks, making them appear like rose petals. Was it her natural color or due to her anger? Either way, the blood rushing to the surface of skin was a dangerous tease for a vampire. Especially one as hungry as he was. The subtle variations of pink attracted him like a tempting appetizer, before his attention was drawn farther south.

      The subtle curves under her fitted amethyst-colored tunic called to him, instigating an urge to touch her. To pin her back beneath him again, yet take her this time while he drank her blood.

      As he scanned her from the head down, his gaze was drawn to her tiny waist. He could put his hands around her and probably lift her off the ground. She was waif-like. Unfortunately, many human women in the division were this thin. It wasn’t necessarily due to a preference, but to the lack of food available. A twinge of guilt flickered through him. The health of humans had been deteriorating for far longer than the vampires had realized.

      Had she suffered?

      Likely. That wild-eyed anguish she expressed was indicative of someone who was struggling to survive. She would claw out the eyes of anyone who stood in the way of her doing so.

      Great.

      Why do this? She clearly despises you. Move on. You’ll find another human—a willing human—eventually.

      No. Enough waiting. And I want to taste her. Just once…

      “Now I’m going to ask you some questions, tigress. And I want you to lose the attitude before you answer them.”

      She opened her mouth, but snapped it shut, as if she thought better of it. Her sassiness was quite…entertaining. There was something about her. She was different from other women, from her aroma to her courage, showing no fear as she trekked through the forest on her own.

      “Why are you out here by yourself?”

      She rolled her eyes. “That wasn’t my intention. I didn’t plan to have my companion killed.”

      He exhaled. She wasn’t going to make it easy. “What I mean is—where were you two going?”

      “That doesn’t matter to you.”

      “Well, it should matter to you.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Because you’re alone in the woods. It’s not safe.”

      She planted her hands on her hips. “I seem to have discovered that fact on my own, thank you very much.”

      He ignored her sarcasm. “Where were you headed when I found you?”

      She rolled her shoulders. “To find something sharp.”

      That didn’t make sense. “You had a knife. The evidence of which is still pulsing in my side—thank you very much.”

      “Not that,” she said. “I was looking for a stone or something that would help me dig.”

      “Continue.”

      “I can’t leave him out here.” She waved her hand. “He’d be nothing but food for the vultures. That’s not right. I want to bury him before I go on.”

      As she explained, her voice softened. Her tough exterior faltered, giving him a glimpse of the woman beneath the mask. She cared enough to take on this almost impossible endeavor, which might be very dangerous for her, as well.

      “That’s not going to be easy.”

      “I know. I must do something. At least I have to try.”

      “Let’s take a step back. What were you two doing out here and what led to the vampire attacking you?”

      “We were going to seek food. We’ve had difficulty growing crops.”

      That didn’t seem right. “The forest land is hardly fertile ground for farming.”

      “No. We were headed to the Makara Coven.”

      Vikas scowled. He hated the witches. All vampires did. They had clashed for as long as he could remember, with sometimes humans getting stuck in between the feud.

      “Why would you go to see them?”

      “Because we’re desperate. We’re hungry. Maybe they can offer us something to help us grow crops.”

      With the grim look on her face, she didn’t appear enthusiastic about this task.

      “And what happened?”

      “We were attacked. He killed my friend and threw me hard enough I passed out.” She gestured with wide arm motions. "When I awoke, he was gone and my friend was dying.”

      Vikas gritted his teeth. That meant a vampire was still out here in the woods.

      Aha. That was it. He found his way in.

      “I can help you.”

      She raised her eyebrow. “Help me with what?”

      “What you need right now. There’s a vampire out here who already killed your friend and now you are on your own. You have no chance against him. You need someone like me to protect you.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re a vampire. Why would you want to protect me against another of your kind?”

      “Well, like I told you before, we’re not all the same. I don’t kill unless I must. It doesn’t sound like this vampire had to kill you. So that means he’s destroying our food supply. And I’m sick of being hungry.”

      She eyed him.

      “I’ll escort you closer to the valley where the coven lives, past the danger in these woods.”

      She bit her lip, appearing to wrestle with his offer. Since she hadn’t jumped on it, she clearly did not see vampires in the role of protector. And why would she after being attacked?

      “And I’ll help you bury your friend.”

      She jerked her head. “Why would you do that?”

      He shrugged. “I know what it’s like to lose someone.”

      He’d had to bury too many loved ones. The familiar ache of grief echoed through him the way it always did when he thought of his family, but he forced it away. It could sneak up on him at any time. The years had dulled it from a sharp piercing to an ache that now lived as a part of him. Even the endless time of immortality could not remove the pain completely.

      “This doesn’t make any sense. You’re saying that you’re going to help me—a human and a stranger?”

      “Yes.”

      She shook her head. “No. I don’t believe it. Not for one second. What’s in it for you?”

      So, she was smart and far from naïve. Might as well lay it all out there.

      “I need to feed.”

      Her mouth fell open. “No way.” She shook her head. “Don’t even—don’t even think it.”

      “I must.” He gazed into her eyes. “And I want to drink—from you.”
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      Nalia

      

      Is he out of his mind?

      As if she’d let him drink her blood.

      She replied with a sardonic laugh. “You’re funny.”

      “I’m not joking.”

      “My companion was killed by a vampire. You think I’m stupid enough to let one drink from me?”

      A witch alone with a vampire was a terrible situation. In many situations over the decades, that meant one wouldn’t walk away alive.

      “My offer benefits us both. You’re struggling. And you’re out here all alone, trying to tackle a task that might leave you in as bad a state as your friend.”

      The grim reminder of Hiran’s death rocked through her. Yet, now wasn’t the time for mourning. There would be plenty of time for that in the days to come—if she survived.

      Taking a breather from trying to figure out how to destroy him, Nalia assessed his proposition. “And what are you—some shining vampire knight to come to my rescue?”

      “Hardly,” he scoffed. “Not all vampires are the same, like not all humans are the same. I’m on my own because I don’t agree with some of their practices.”

      Nalia’s ears perked at those words. “What was that?”

      He shook his head. “Never mind. Don’t judge me by whatever monster attacked your friend earlier. I’ve offered to help you. You’re vulnerable out here. You might not make it through the night. I offered my help, but I need to rejuvenate my strength to do so. And for a vampire, there’s only one way of doing so.”

      Nalia stared at him as she weighed his offer and noted his strong jaw and chiseled chin. His hair was chin-length and close to black, which contrasted with the pale skin common to vampires. The most striking part of him was his eyes. They were deep and intense, and a striking blue like the color of the Ganges River.

      Wait—why the hell did she care what color his eyes were? He was a blood-sucking monster. Not someone who she should notice as anything other than the blasted enemy.

      But hell, she wasn’t gauging his attractiveness. She needed more ammo for what she was up against. She was a lone woman facing a vampire in the forest. A vampire who’d requested to drink her blood in exchange for helping her. Her warning flags were raised and waving freely.

      “I won’t hurt you.” He said it in such an earnest tone, she might have believed him had she not known he was the undead.

      With a grumble, she stole another glance at him and scanned the length of his body. She had a high sense of intuition when it came to reading people, which she’d chalked up to her witch blood. It wasn’t something she used often as it drained people’s energy and they would avoid her. Since his opinion didn’t matter to her, she sure as hell wouldn’t hold back with him.

      She gauged his emotions while she scanned him for signs he was lying. Nothing came to her to indicate the he was. Then again, he was a vampire and therefore not to be trusted. They were the ones squeezing the life force out of Charmukh.

      Her gaze wandered from his face down his body. His tan tunic pulled tight over his wide shoulders and cinched in at the waist. The bend of his knee tightened the black fabric of his pants around his leg, revealing solid layers of muscle.

      She turned away with disgust, at her reaction more than anything else. No doubt he had an attractive appeal. The bastard had a smoldering aura about him. Damn it. She wished she could un-notice that. No good in discovering the enemy had a rugged, handsome look.

      Focus. Think of your mission. Remember what happened to Hiran.

      Conflicting thoughts rumbled through her mind, ramping up like an avalanche in the Himalayas that increased in intensity as it progressed. And then one gem shined clearer than the others.

      He wanted to drink her blood. That meant he hadn’t realized she was part witch. A witch’s blood was poisonous to vampires. She didn’t know much about witch magic, but that fact might be her ace card. If he drank from her, he’d be writhing on the ground, contorted with pain. After she’d incapacitated him, she’d be free to bury Hiran, and then venture on to the coven.

      A twinge of indecision followed. Was it a drastic measure to poison a vampire who technically hadn’t done anything to wrong her? She closed her eyes and thought of Hiran’s final moments.

      No. One fewer bloodsucker that preyed on people, the better.

      She opened her eyes. “All right, wait—what’s your name?”

      “Vikas.”

      “All right, Vikas. Since you promised to help me, you can drink from me.” She raised one finger. “But, on one condition—I hold my blade.”

      He cocked his head. “That doesn’t sound like a reasonable request.”

      “It’s insurance. If you take too much blood from me, I have some sort of defense.”

      He raised his brows. “You remember I’m faster and stronger than you, right? If you try to hurt me—I will end you.”

      A shudder originated somewhere within, but she resisted letting it wrack through her body. “Yes, I’m able to remember that fact.” She raised her chin, determined to complete the mission, no matter how drastic the situation had turned. “Nevertheless, it will give me a sense of protection.”

      After a solemn nod, Vikas said, “I see.” He retrieved the blade from the ground and closed the distance between them, reaching her in three long strides. He offered the knife to her. “Your assurance, my lady.”

      She glanced at him with wariness before wrapping her hand around the cool handle. She’d already gouged him with this. Yet, he stood before her as if never wounded. The blood didn’t gush out like it had with Hiran—a vast difference between vampire and human. Vikas was probably already healing. Hiran was dead.

      He fixed his intense gaze on her. “What’s your name?”

      “Nalia.”

      His eyes were fringed with lashes like raven’s wings under heavy, arched brows. Captivating. She pulled her gaze away. Vampires were known for entrancing their prey to get them to do their will. Since she hadn’t had this experience before, she didn’t know if she could resist that sort of spell.

      “Nalia,” he repeated. “A beautiful name for an entrancing woman.”

      Her mouth twitched as she sought a suitable retort and came up with none. As he approached, her pulse soared. He was danger wrapped in a seductive, male form. Her repulsion of the impending act clashed with heightened awareness. She put down her pack at her feet.

      Stopping in front of her, he reached for her hair and shifted it behind her shoulder. His fingers brushed her neck as he did so and she resisted shivering. Oddly enough, it wasn’t out of fear, but something far more disturbing—a dizzying anticipation.

      He bent down to her throat. The protrusion of fangs extending from his mouth caught her peripheral vision. Oh, how vile. Yet, her heart pounded and her body tingled with sudden attentiveness.

      In the next heartbeat, his teeth skimmed her throat. She inhaled. All her muscles clenched, tight as a fist.

      Perhaps this was a mistake, a foolish gamble that could cost her.

      Stay calm. Be brave.

      He wrapped his arms around her. A vampire’s embrace. Every second pounded out as loud as the thumping in her chest.

      An intrusion stung her throat and she cried out. She dropped her head back. Her legs gave out, but he caught her, pulling her body against his as he fastened his mouth over the penetration. A low moan escaped him as he drank from her.

      Any second now, he’s going to pull away from you screaming…

      A heady rush swept through her, drowning that thought. Damn vampire magic dragging her under a sweet ecstasy.

      Knowing the cause and stopping it were two different things, though.

      He held her close as if they were about to move together in a waltz. The press of his chest against her warmed her. She thought the touch of a vampire would be as cold as the dead walking flesh they were, but her body heat rose against him. Her skin tingled, almost electrified, while blood rushed through her as if she was being swept to a peak in a lover’s arms.

      But he wasn’t a lover. He was a vampire.

      Then why did she yearn to get closer to him? To surrender to whatever spell he wanted to put her under?

      She clenched the knife in her hand. With a quick movement, she could plunge it into his throat. Yet, he would destroy her. So, her action with her other hand baffled her. Why did she run her fingers through his hair? The strands were cool and satiny, like the finest silks used in the most revered ceremonies.

      Her mind spun with conflicting thoughts between her intention to harm him and a growing yearning to submit to him. They could stretch out on soft ground under the trees. He could take her there…

      Soft mews and breathy pants filled the air. It took a few moments to realize they came from her mouth. As he suckled her neck, feral sounds escaped him. Gods, he was going to drink her dry. Yet, she was so enraptured by this spell, she didn’t do a damn thing to stop it…

      He pulled away from her neck with an erratic jerk. His eyes were enflamed with a crimson glow, appearing more demonic than human.

      “What? Why?” Panting in between questions, she wasn’t sure what she was even asking.

      “That’s enough,” he said. “I promised I wouldn’t hurt you. Did I?”

      She assessed her body. Hurt? Hell no. Every cell of her felt alive, deliciously alive—at the hands of a being who was dead.

      “No. I’m fine.” Her voice came out soft, lacking the biting sarcasm that had punctuated their conversation thus far.

      He looked fine as well, not twisting in pain from poison. Why hadn’t he responded the way a vampire should have to a witch’s blood? Was it because she was only half witch? Yet, full-blooded witches were rare, so there had to be something more to explain why her plan hadn’t worked. Doubts flew in and scattered around her brain like a dark shroud. Maybe she wasn’t “witch” enough. Perhaps that’s why the witches turned her away when she was a baby. She was marred or lacking in some way. She didn’t have magical talent that a witch should have and wasn’t worthy of being part of their coven.

      She closed her eyes and forced that pain away. Their exclusion had hurt her enough already. She lived as a human. She didn’t need the damn coven.

      An inkling of curiosity replaced her negative thoughts. Curiosity about the vampire before her who had drunk her blood.

      What did it taste like? What would his blood taste like?

      She snapped upright as if scalded by a burning branch. She was not a bloodsucking fiend. You’re just confused by the situation. She brushed her hands over her sides, seeking some inner serenity in the turbulent sea within.

      

      Vikas

      Nalia’s blood had tasted even sweeter than her aroma. Vikas closed his eyes to savor the last drop of the finest crimson wine he’d ever tasted.

      Although still lightheaded from the exchange, the potent rejuvenation of her blood rushing through his veins restored him back to his full capacity. He’d managed to hide his weakened state from the silver that had poisoned his bloodstream, which had subsided with the infusion of fresh blood. He was surprised he’d convinced her to let him drink to begin with. But, her sweet blood had come with a price. And now he had to honor his part of the bargain.

      She hunched over before him. He took her by the shoulders to steady her. Shit, he hadn’t taken too much blood from her, had he?

      No, he’d restrained himself before reaching a point that would harm her. It had taken all his willpower to do so, because how could anyone ever want to stop once tasting a flavor like hers?

      A new range of emotions swept through him. When he’d held her, drank from her, the act seemed far more intimate than blood exchanges of the past. Their embrace tingled with an edge of frantic need—reminiscent of lovers simmering with passion.

      He inhaled the scent of her hair, like jasmine, and closed his eyes. A picture of them together under the trees formed in his mind, with their naked limbs entwined, lost in the heat of their desire. His cock twitched, not fully settling down after the heady experience of drinking her blood.

      Get a hold of yourself, will you? She’s only human, it’s only blood. Perhaps it’s the silver still affecting your response. Once it’s fully out of your system, you’ll forget her and move on.

      Yet, he had to experience her delectable flavor once more before they parted ways.

      “You sure you’re all right?” Vikas asked.

      “I am fine now,” she said. “I don’t know what just happened. Does everyone respond that way?”

      He furrowed his brows. “Feeling lightheaded, you mean?”

      “Well, yes. And—you know.”

      A slight blush colored her cheeks. Even after having drunk from her, it still inflamed his need for more. What did she mean exactly?

      “Did you experience a sensual response?”

      She glanced down and then looked into the forests. “Somewhat. I didn’t expect that.”

      From the way the pink in her cheek rolled up to a full-blown crimson, he would bet it was more than just ‘somewhat.’

      “Yes, that is often the case for both the human and vampire.”

      She stole a glance at him. He caught her gaze flicker from his face to his groin. He resisted smiling.

      “I don’t know if that’s right. I mean, shouldn’t I be the one to decide how I respond to a vampire’s touch? It’s bad enough being a victim for some creature’s survival.”

      “I don’t refer to the humans I drink from as victims. That implies some sort of force. I only drink from the willing. And as you know, I did not force you to do anything against your will.”

      “Then you must be a rare vampire.”

      “No. Just a vampire. Don’t compare me to the ones in power. Like I said, I’m not like them.”

      She arched a brow. “I’ve heard they’ve taken people and have forced them to become blood slaves.”

      Vikas’s expression turned grim. “I don’t believe in their ways. It’s not right.”

      She jerked her head. “Why would you care? You’re vampire. You can do whatever you want to us, like the rest of them, and there isn’t much we could do to stop you.”

      “I don’t think that way. After all, I was human once.”

      She tilted her head. “How were you turned? What happened?”

      Vikas rolled his shoulders. He did not want to remember the past—especially when it led to a hive of horrid memories.

      “We don’t have time to talk about that right now. We need to bury your companion and move on. There’s a teahouse around twenty minutes from here. They’re sure to have a shovel.”

      He grabbed her pack and started walking.

      She caught up with him. “How do I know you’re not going to run off? You got what you wanted from me, so what’s to stop you?”

      “Nothing could. I could leave right now if I wanted to. I guess you’ll just have to trust me.”

      She grimaced. “That’s close to impossible considering what I’ve gone through.” She waved a hand. “What about protecting me and all that?”

      He smiled and offered his arm. “Come along then, my sassy tigress.”

      She grunted. “Not necessary.” She bit her lip. “Remember—we have a deal.”

      He gave her a slanted look. “You don’t need to remind me. I may be decades older than you, but it hasn’t affected my memory.”

      “I’m twenty-two. And how old are you exactly?”

      He snorted, avoiding answering. It would lead to more questions.

      Although he could have traveled over the trails of the mountainside with supernatural speed, he walked at a pace more comfortable for her. What he said was true; he could’ve left Nalia at any time and continued on his way. But, he wasn’t that kind of vampire. He wouldn’t go back on his word. Abandoning Nalia out there would likely lead to her death. A vampire was out there. Other animals, like snow leopards, roamed the mountainside not far from these forests. The rugged terrain itself could be unforgiving. A slip in a ravine could be fatal.

      It wasn’t wise to travel without a guide who knew the way, let alone without a partner. Not that she had a choice in that matter. Still, he didn’t know all the details of her journey. That was next on their agenda. First, was burying a corpse.

      As they walked on the trail, he listened to the sounds of the forests that often comforted him—the singing of birds, the chirr of insects’ wings.

      Every few minutes, Nalia broke the silence and peppered him with a question: “You sure you know where you’re going?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you been there before?”

      “I’ve walked by it.”

      “What if they don’t have a shovel? This would be a waste of time.”

      The walk would have been peaceful through the forest were it not for her interruptions.

      “What if we end up lost?”

      “Enough with the questions,” he snapped. “I’ve wandered these forests for close to a decade. I think I know where I’m going. I can probably draw you a map of every tree and stone. I don’t need someone doubting my every step when she doesn’t have a clue about the terrain.”

      She jerked back with wide eyes. “Right. I’m sorry. It’s been a—tough day.”

      “Just let me do what I said I would.” His voice came out gruff. He’d have to soften it.

      “Okay. I’ll quit with the questions.”

      She kept her promise for about five minutes.

      “Why are you living out here rather than in the city? I thought all the vampires live there, feasting on all the human blood they desire.”

      “I’ve experienced city life and have had enough of it. As I’ve said, I don’t agree with the ruling vampires’ ways.”

      “Like stealing blood from humans?”

      That would be the least objectionable compared to what he’d heard. Many vampires now treated humans as a subspecies, there to serve a vampire’s needs.

      “Yes.” That’s all he said. She was already frightened. No need to increase her fear. And hopefully she wouldn’t find out the worst herself one day.

      A few minutes later, he spotted the teahouse along one of the hiking trails. It seemed more like a shack than a house or business. Years ago, these trails were popular with hikers and tourists who ventured for unparalleled views of the cliffside formations and spectacular waterfalls in the mountains. People no longer had much time for recreation—they had to focus on survival. The scarcity of food in the division had made that difficult.

      The door appeared flimsy enough to break if he knocked too hard. He gave it a gentle tap. “Anyone in there?”

      The door was shimmied open by an old man with a cap of white hair and a deeply lined face.

      “I don’t mean to disturb you.” Vikas pulled some coins out of his pocket. “Could we borrow a shovel from you for a couple of hours?”

      The amount would cover two or three new shovels.

      After the surprised look left his face, the man accepted it with a nod. He snatched up the coins and hurried across the room.

      While the man grabbed a shovel from a small closet, Vikas glanced around the humble interior of the tea house and spotted a small kitchen near a sitting area. It gave him an idea.

      “My companion and I are embarking on a long journey. She could use a warm meal before we start. Could I offer you some more money in exchange for hospitality when we return?”

      Nalia jerked her head at Vikas.

      The man blinked twice. It must’ve been some time since he last had a paying customer appear at his door. “Yes, yes. Of course. My wife and I would be glad to prepare a meal. We don’t have much, but we manage.”

      He couldn’t go without warning them. It wouldn’t be right to leave them vulnerable, especially as they’d just agreed to help him. “I don’t advise you to leave unless you’re armed,” he told the man. “Someone has been attacked a few miles south on the trail from here.”

      “By what?”

      “A vampire,” Nalia said. “He attacked my companion, unprovoked.”

      “What does he look like?” The man shuffled around a few boxes inside the closet.

      “Dirty-blond, unkempt hair,” Nalia said. “And he was wearing a burgundy tunic with tan pants.”

      “Don’t invite anyone in who matches that description,” Vikas added. “A vampire can’t enter a private residence without an invitation.”

      The man nodded, grim-faced as he pulled the shovel free. He turned and offered it to Vikas.

      “Thank you for your kindness.” Vikas took the shovel. “We’ll be back this afternoon.”

      A smile spread across his face as he returned down the path with Nalia.

      “That was considerate of you,” she said.

      “What was?”

      “To warn them. To arrange for a meal.”

      A strange flutter of pride filled his chest. Then he furrowed his brows. Why would he care what she thought? She’d either annoyed or insulted him since they met.

      Yet, she tasted delicious. And a part of him still wanted her.

      “You’re more resourceful than I thought.” Under her breath, she added, “For a bloodsucker.”

      He shot her a look, but didn’t bother with a retort. He had enough to focus on with all he’d promised, in order to drink from her. Something told him it wouldn’t be easy.
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      Nalia

      

      Nalia kept sarcastic comments to herself as they stepped over downed needles and fallen leaves through the pine-scented trails. Her plan to poison him had failed, as had every part of her journey so far, but at least Vikas hadn’t backed out on their deal and fled. He’d also arranged for her to have a warm meal before the journey ahead. Perhaps he was right—all vampires were not the same.

      Still, it was hard to shake off that feeling from the attack earlier still so vivid in her mind—that haunting moment when life vanished from Hiran’s eyes. The all-consuming fear that she was going to die next. The taste of blood that rained over her and into her mouth, awakening her taste buds…

      No. Don’t even think it!

      When Vikas had drunk from her, it hadn’t been violent like the attack. It had been sensual. A subtle heat warmed her from within as she recalled the fiery desire that had traveled through her body.

      Ugh, don’t think of that either!

      A fiery-colored dragonfly flittered before her, a flash of bright red and orange amid all the shades of green. She followed the path of its flight for several seconds, grateful for the brief distraction.

      When they reached Hiran’s body, she covered her mouth. Maybe one part of her was hoping it was a bad dream that she’d wake up from and find him still alive. But no, the vision of him lying there with a bloody gash at his throat confirmed he was dead.

      She picked a spot near an oak tree, strong and protective like a Guardian. Like Hiran.

      Vikas prodded nearby soil with a shovel. “This is a better spot. The earth is softer here.”

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded.

      He impaled the earth with the shovel and tossed the dirt aside. The scent of freshly turned soil reached her nostrils.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m shoveling.”

      “Should we take turns or something?”

      “Your blood has enhanced my strength, and I can manage this must faster than you.”

      Nalia didn’t respond, but watched him work. His face was tense with concentration as his muscles flexed with each heave of the shovel. Although she would consider him a threat or perhaps a frenemy for the time being, she couldn’t ignore the attractive portrait he displayed. He wasn’t as pale now, probably due to her blood in his system. Strange—a part of her now flowed through his body. Her cheeks burned at the thought.

      What if their roles had been reversed? What would his blood taste like? Would it be sweet? Warm? Delicious?

      Would it send energy coursing through her, revitalizing her, the way it seemed to have done for him? She took a step closer, formulating a question in her head to ask him about it.

      She froze. What the hell was she doing? It wasn’t the first time she’d wondered about what blood tasted like, but the first time she had imagined drinking from a vampire. She covered her mouth, disgusted by her morbid curiosity.

      It must have been a combination of stress and grief. Maybe the thin mountain air confused her the way she’d heard other travelers report. She grabbed a sharp rock and thick branch, attempting to do something useful rather than standing there fantasizing thoughts she should never even think.

      She planted herself near him and helped break up the soil, forcing away that revolting compulsion to taste his blood. They worked in silence beside each other until they removed enough dirt to serve as a shallow grave.

      “Are you ready to do this?” Vikas asked.

      She nodded. It was impossible to reply with the lump in her throat. The burial made it all too vivid, all too real. It could have just as easily been her lying dead in the forest. It likely would have been if Hiran hadn’t slashed the vampire’s throat.

      “I’ll carry him over,” Vikas said.

      She raised her hand. “Be gentle.”

      “I will.”

      Vikas scooped Hiran into his arms and brought him to the grave with a solemn expression.

      What was she afraid of? That he’d throw Hiran over his shoulder like a burlap sack? Still, it warmed her to see this side of Vikas. To know vampires were not all mindless bloodsucking monsters after what she had experienced earlier was somewhat comforting. Maybe it was because he wasn’t born as one, but turned. He was once human.

      Strangely, his presence also comforted her. The other vampire was still out there and could come back for her at any time. How soon until he was hungry again? Hopefully, she’d be out of the woods by then. If not, at least Vikas could protect her.

      Vikas lowered Hiran into the shallow grave. Nalia glanced at him and then yanked her head away. The raw, bloodied flesh of his neck was a stark reminder of the violence he had faced in his final moments. He’d suffered. It would have been better had he died instantly.

      But he hadn’t. And he’d told her to go on. She forced herself to face Hiran again, fixing her gaze on the peace on his face rather than the destruction at his throat.

      “You were a loyal Guardian. I will uphold the promise I made to you and will continue on our task.” She put her hand over her heart. “You will never be forgotten.”

      She picked up the shovel and scooped up loose dirt. The muscles in her arms clenched. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t bury him under the earth, far from his home.

      You must.

      She turned the shovel. Bits and pieces of soil sprinkled over his body.

      “Goodbye, old friend,” she whispered.

      She would find a marker for his grave so the location wouldn’t be lost. One day, they might find a way to move his body closer to home, closer to the people who loved him.

      She glanced back at Vikas and caught his gaze. He eyed her with an odd expression, as if seeing her for the first time.

      After they’d completed the difficult task of burying Hiran, they grabbed his pack, which they’d found several feet from where his body had been. It must have fallen from his back during the struggle with the vampire. It had food and water they might need for the journey, which was of no use to Hiran any longer. Nalia swallowed and pushed herself on.

      She walked with Vikas back to the teahouse in silence. For that she was grateful. He didn’t pepper her with numerous questions like she had done to him earlier. It gave her the opportunity to think, and grieve, something she’d be doing for quite some time to come.

      The fragrant spices of a cooking meal reached her before the modest structure peeked through the trees. Her mouth watered. After the long journey today pounding out the miles, she couldn’t wait to sit down for a break.

      When they reached the teahouse, Vikas knocked on the door. The man answered, smiling at them, and Vikas offered the shovel. The man took it and moved aside to allow them to pass.

      She stepped over the threshold, but Vikas remained outside.

      “Oh, of course,” the man said. “Please, come inside.”

      Vikas thanked him and entered.

      “Thank you for having us.” Nalia glanced around. “It smells delicious in here.”

      “My wife is an excellent cook.” He showed them to a small table in front of a fireplace. “I’m Anshu and this is my wife, Bindiya.”

      “Nalia.” She placed a hand over her heart.

      “Vikas.”

      Bindiya came out and handed them each a glass of chiya. Nalia held the china cup with both hands and sniffed at the cardamom in the milky tea before taking a sip. Mmm, delicious and comforting. Just what she needed.

      Bindiya said, “Dinner is ready. We weren’t sure when you would be back so I’ve been keeping it warm.”

      She returned with two bowls of stew with a type of fish. Seafood was one of the more common staples. The fish didn’t wither like the field crops did, wilting like taking a dramatic stage bow. When Vikas picked up a spoon and put it into the broth, Nalia gazed at him with surprise.

      “I’m still surprised that you eat food,” she said once their hosts returned to the kitchen area, offering some privacy.

      He blew on the hot liquid. “Some vampires have reverted back to a more human state after the Rift.”

      “Do you have other human traits?”

      “Feel my heartbeat.” He reached across the table to take her hand and used it to cover his heart.

      Nalia gulped in air. The gesture seemed personal somehow—odd considering the far more intimate exchange between them earlier. A faint, slow beat thumped under her palm.

      She pulled her arm away. “Isn’t it beneficial to you to be able to walk outside without having to fear the sunlight?”

      “Yes, that’s true. But there’s a price to everything. Many humans suffer from malnutrition, which carries over to their blood. It’s not as nutritious when we feed.”

      Nalia took a sip of the broth. Delicious. It felt so good to sit in front of a fire and eat comfort food and not trek for mile after mile. She wanted to gobble it, yet also savor each bit. But now her mind was a flurry from Vikas’s comments, and questions about him arose.

      “You said you were human once. How long ago? What happened?”

      Vikas dropped his spoon. He’d avoided answering earlier. She might have gone too far for the direct question.

      “I was forced to change,” he said.

      “By whom?”

      “It’s not important now.” He glanced at his bowl and scooped another spoonful. “If you can manage a half dozen more miles after we sit, we can head to my cabin.”

      Nalia sat upright at the abrupt turn in their conversation. He hadn’t revealed much about the change, but clearly was not keen on discussing it. Not now, at least.

      “Cabin?”

      “We can stop there to rest for the night,” he said. “It’s better than sleeping outdoors, without any shelter. With over a half-day’s journey remaining before we reach the coven, we’re going to have to rest at some time.”

      True. The cabin was a much more enticing option than lying exposed under the elements—and potential predators—even if it involved stepping into a vampire’s abode. “I’ll be all right to continue to your place after this break.”

      She was headed to a cabin with a vampire. When she’d started this journey, she never thought that would ever be a possibility.

      Strange how life never followed plans. Not that she should be surprised. Life had already taken many unanticipated twists, especially in the last couple of days. She hoped there wouldn’t be many more in the near future.

      

      Vikas

      After they ate and bid their hosts farewell, Vikas led Nalia through a section of pine forest to his cabin, which was nestled in a nook facing the Himalayas. He’d chosen that location for the solitude, surrounded by woods with a view of the mountains.

      It was odd to return to his cabin with a human when he’d ventured from his home to save a different one—and failed.

      “I find it interesting that you live out here since I thought most vampires live in the Four Corners, with access to—the spoils.”

      Meaning human blood and the riches that Marco had promised to vampires.

      “I prefer unspoiled nature,” he replied, twisting the meaning of her word.

      “Alone?” She tilted her head.

      “Yes.” Until now. It was strange that he’d bring someone to his private space. He offered her a sly smile. “You ask a lot of questions.”

      She shrugged. “True. I had to make sure I made the right choice by hitching my fate with a vampire.”

      He arched a brow. “Have I proven myself worthy?”

      “Well, now that my belly is full, I’d have to say that you’re off to a good start. It’s hard to be in a good mood when you’re hungry.” She laughed.

      It was the first time he’d heard her laugh. It bubbled through her, bringing out a joyful tone through what had been a somber day. It filled him with a strange sort of happiness, as well. It brought out a new type of beauty in her, as her eyes shined, brimming with happiness.

      His home appeared ahead, a log cabin with a stone chimney that he’d built himself many decades ago. It was simple and all he needed. Behind it, the magnificent snow-covered peaks of the Himalayas stood majestic and proud. He preferred to spend most of his time outdoors, and the darkening shield had allowed him to do just that. Yet, at a price. And that price was becoming too high to pay.

      “Well here we are at my humble abode.”

      Nalia stopped. “Wow, what a view.”

      Even though he’d seen it thousands of times, the mountains in the backdrop were especially spectacular tonight, highlighted beneath a mist-covered moon.

      He opened the oak door and stepped to the side so she could enter. “After you.”

      She peeked inside, but didn’t move. Not that he blamed her. He’d be wary if he was her. With the threat still out there, she’d likely not be able to relax anytime soon.

      “You’ll be safe with me. I won’t let anything get to you.”

      “But what about you getting to me?”

      “I can’t convince you to believe my words. All I have are my recent actions. Have I given you any reason to doubt me?”

      She pursed her lips while her gaze drifted off. “No. You’re right.”

      She stepped inside. Her eyes darted around the room as if expecting something to pop out of any corner.

      He followed her into the cabin, which consisted of a small kitchen area, a bed, and two bookshelves on either side of the fireplace. “Relax. There’s nobody in here but me.”

      She didn’t respond, but wandered through the cabin, pausing in front of one of the bookshelves overflowing with books. With a raised brow, she turned back to him. “Are these for looks or have you actually read all of these?”

      He laughed. “Since I don’t have visitors, I have no one to impress. But I won’t lie and say I’ve read all of them yet.”

      The hint of a smile touched her lips. “It’s not what I expected a vampire’s cabin to look like.”

      “What did you expect? Skeletons? Jars of spiders? Vials of blood?”

      “Maybe.” Her smile broadened, brightening her face. “I like it. It’s perfect.”

      He closed the door. The cabin seemed smaller. She turned and faced him and their eyes locked. He lost words, seared by the immediate intimacy.

      She pulled her gaze away, and he swallowed, grateful for the chance to regroup.

      Perhaps it wasn’t a good idea to invite her in here. With the way his gums itched, having her in his cabin might be too much of a temptation.

      Would it be so wrong to drink from her again?

      Yes. It was too soon. Humans were already affected by the lack of sunlight. Taking her blood before she had a chance to recover from his earlier feeding would likely leave her too weak for the journey ahead. They’d be stuck in the cabin for much longer than one night. And he’d fed enough to sustain himself. Taking more from her today would be gluttonous.

      “You only have one bed,” she pointed out.

      He smirked. “I only need one, since I live here alone.”

      “Well.” She clucked her tongue. “I’m not going to share it with you.”

      He shrugged. “Fine. You can have the bed. I’ll sleep in the chair.”

      She arched her brows. “Sitting up? That seems highly uncomfortable. And this appears to be the perfect set up to have me invite you to share the bed with me.” She pointed her finger. “Perhaps you think I’m some naïve human, but I’m not blind.” When he laughed, she asked, “What’s so funny?”

      “You think this is some ploy to seduce you?”

      “Well, yeah.” Her mouth twitched, forming a half-smile. “What would you think if you were me?”

      He put himself in her shoes. “Yes, I could see why you think that way—if I was some young, awkward human male. But I’m not. I’m a cranky old vampire who’s spent much of several decades alone. I don’t need to play games with women. The only reason I suggested we stop here is so you could have a decent rest after a trying day before we continue on the journey.”

      She assessed him. “Fine. We can share the bed—as long as you stay on your side.”

      She walked toward it.

      He chuckled. “You are quite assertive for a human.”

      She raised her chin. “I have to be, don’t I? Who else is going to stand up for me?”

      “Well, thank you for allowing me to sleep in my own bed, your highness.”

      She picked up a pillow off the bed and tossed it at him. “Don’t call me that, Vikas. You know that’s far from the truth, considering my circumstances.”

      He placed the pillow back on the bed, where he would sleep next to her tonight, and tried not to let his mind wander down a decadent path.

      “So, you don’t want me to call you your highness or luv or tigress. What do you want me to call you, sweet—” He stopped himself before calling her sweetheart.

      “Good catch,” she pointed out with a smile. “You’re a fast learner. How about you call me by my name, since I told you it earlier? Na-lee-ah. Not difficult. I think you can manage it.”

      “Na-lee-ah,” he repeated, in the same tone while pointing to her. He then pointed to himself and said, “Vee-kas.”

      She rolled her eyes, but then laughed. “You’re ridiculous, Vee-kas.”

      He chuckled. “I’m going to strip down to shorts.” With a wave of his hand, he added, “Turn away. I can’t have you admiring me while I undress.”

      She groaned. “You’re impossible.” She pursed her lips. “I’m taking off my tunic. Don’t gawk.”

      Once he’d stripped down, he kept his eyes averted to give her extra time.

      When he turned back around, she was wearing just a thin white camisole covering her breasts and exposing a bit of her belly. The glimpse of the smooth creamy skin made him suck in a breath. She crawled into his bed and he followed, leaving ample space between their bodies. She turned away from him.

      Despite his declarations earlier, he found it hard to ignore her presence. The heat from her body compelled him to want to move closer and press himself against her. Her scent drove his inner beast near madness. Although his bloodlust had been satiated earlier, he hungered for her in a different way. He wanted to roll on top of her and kiss her full lips. Run his tongue down her neck and over her breasts. Remove all their clothing so they would be flesh to flesh. Rub himself against her until she was wet with need, reaching for him…

      She had awoken something within him that had been dormant for years, if not decades—a need to connect with someone.

      After she tossed for several minutes, her breathing leveled. He listened to the slow steady rhythm. It had a soothing effect. Strange. It calmed his inner beast.

      He basked in the peace, as it could be short-lived. Tomorrow’s journey brought them closer to the coven, an unwelcome place for a vampire.
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      Nalia

      

      Flashes of the vampire attack of the day before flickered through Nalia’s mind. A horrid image of burying Hiran followed. She opened her eyes to end the nightmare.

      Where was she? She glanced around at what looked like a log cabin. A quick glimpse at bookshelves surrounding a fireplace reminded her she was with Vikas. She was far from her village, and in bed with a vampire. That meant it wasn’t a nightmare. Hiran was dead. And his killer was out in the forests.

      She rolled to her other side and faced Vikas. With his eyes closed, he appeared gentler. She had a chance to study him unobserved. The tightness in his strong jawline had relaxed. His finely carved lips were slightly open, full enough to give them a sensuous curve. The only downside was that she couldn’t see his bright eyes, which she had to admit were captivating.

      She still didn’t know what to make of him. Everything terrible she’d heard about vampires had come true in an instant yesterday. And yet, Vikas didn’t fit that description at all. He’d kept his word and had her a considerate side.

      No, it was time for a reality check. He wasn’t a saint. He had a price for his services, and the cost had been her blood. A slow heat rose in her body when she recalled the sensuality of the exchange. She forced it away.

      After all that had happened, it had been difficult for her to relax and fall asleep. One part of her was wary at being alone and so close to a vampire. The other part responded in a way that made her blush and admonish herself at the impurity of her thoughts. For hell’s sake—he was a vampire!

      His bare chest rose and fell in a steady motion. When he’d placed her hand over his heart yesterday, the slow heartbeat had surprised her. It was yet another effect of the Rift, with the various species taking on characteristics or abilities they’d previously lacked.  A strange urge to feel it again came over her. Perhaps to confirm that what she now saw was real. A heartbeat made him seem…more human.

      She placed her hand on his chest with a feather-light touch. In the next flash, she was upended. She landed on her back. Vikas pinned her down by her wrists. He’d moved too quickly for her to follow what was happening. He glared at her with fury.

      She gasped. “What the hell?”

      The anger left his eyes, replaced by confusion. “What the hell indeed. What were you doing?”

      “Nothing. Jeez. I barely touched you. And you freaked out. Calm the fuck down.”

      He stared at her for an intense moment, and she held her breath. His gaze lowered to her mouth. Her lips fell open as all her senses heightened. Her breathing was audible, sounding even more pronounced in the silence. His eyes darkened with what appeared to be desire. Her pulse raced. At any moment, he would lower himself and press his lips to hers. Her heart pounded with anticipation…

      He released her wrists and snarled, “You shouldn’t surprise a vampire while he sleeps. It’s dangerous.”

      She shook her head. What happened? He’d gone from angry, to confused, to sensual in a few moments. She’d swear he was about to kiss her, but he was back to his detached manner, as if nothing would ever affect him.

      Vikas rolled off her and climbed out of bed. His bare back was muscular and covered with scars.

      A wave of concern rushed through her. “What happened to you?”

      He walked over to a dresser, pulled out a black shirt, and yanked it over his head. “Doesn’t matter. It was long ago.”

      “And yet, the scars still remain.” Were there emotional scars to go with the physical ones?

      His face turned grim. “We have a lot of ground to cover today. It will take several hours to reach the coven.”

      He pulled out a pair of pants and put them on.

      A flood of questions formed in her head. “Who did it to you?”

      He exhaled with an exaggerated whoosh. “You’re back to the questions, I see. Not only that, you’re going for the personal ones.”

      Nalia winced. She’d acted quite like an ass yesterday, questioning him repeatedly when all he’d done was help her. Hell, she might have been dead by now, had it not been for him. Today, she’d try not to be such a jerk.

      “I don’t mean to pry. I hate seeing that somebody hurt you like that.”

      He glanced at her with wary eyes. “Why would you care? I’m a vampire. Your disgust for my kind is clear.”

      True. She hadn’t hid her disdain for vampires.

      But, now it didn’t seem right. Not with him, at least.

      “Well, like you said, you’re not like the others. Not like the one who attacked yesterday. And nothing like the ones in power, that’s for sure.”

      Vikas arched his brows. “So, you don’t think I’m the enemy?”

      It was a good question. She could probably make an argument for either side.

      “I think we need to be allies for today’s mission to be a success,” she said.

      “And after that?”

      She glanced around the room as a twinge of guilt shot through her. He didn’t know she was part witch. If he did, he certainly would not be allowing her to sleep in his bed. Witches and vampires were enemies. But, she needed his protection to make it through the forests. After what she’d encountered yesterday, she cringed at what other creatures she might have to face on her own.

      “After that, we each go our own way.”

      It was the only path in their world. Relationships between a part-witch and vampire were not accepted. The alternative could be death.

      

      Vikas

      Vikas had to shut Nalia down when she’d asked about his scars. Why talk about something that happened so long ago? Words didn’t change anything. What had happened, had already happened.

      Still, her gentle tone conveyed compassion. She’d used her words like a shield, protecting her from being vulnerable. When he had a glimpse of the gentler woman within, it struck something inside him. It reminded him of being human, before he’d been forced to become a monster.

      He swallowed a lump in his throat. He understood her mask; everyone wore one. While she chose sarcasm, he went for detachment. If he kept from growing close to others, it would keep him from getting hurt again. It had served him for decades now. After his family had been killed and he had been tortured, it was the only way to move forward in his existence as an immortal.

      Life was too long to connect with someone only to watch them die.

      Yet, when he’d pinned her down on the bed, such overwhelming feelings had arisen in him. He had almost kissed her right then. He’d thought about much more than just a kiss—until common sense reined him in. Something about her sassiness and brave front stirred him. An urge to touch her skin and to taste her lips had almost consumed him as if he’d been starved for affection as much as he had been for blood.

      What was it about her that stimulated him, drawing such an unfamiliar response within him? He hadn’t cared about a woman since his wife had died, decades ago. Why bother when everyone was out for themselves in this world? It was foolish to trust another person.

      What she’d said was right. Their time together would be short-lived. They would head to the Makara Coven and then part. He’d likely never see her again after today. No point in allowing him to grow any feelings toward a woman who would be a fleeting blip in his existence. Two days out of endless decades would mean nothing.

      Time to prepare for their final hours together.

      “I can scrounge up something edible before we head out.” He furrowed around the cabinets for cans of beans and vegetables.

      With her blood still lingering in his system and sustained by the food they had eaten last night, he would be okay for several more hours. But she was human and needed more. When his mother was alive, she’d always encouraged him to eat breakfast for energy for the day ahead.

      He allowed himself only a few brief moments to think of her. Warm memories always ended with a helpless feeling when he pictured the brutal way she’d died.

      “Are you all right?” Nalia placed a hand on his shoulder.

      He snapped himself out of his thoughts. “Yes. Why do you ask?”

      “You looked like you were someplace else. A little lost.”

      He wiped any expression from his face. “Just thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “What to eat.”

      She watched him as if not buying his answer and dropped her hand. “That seemed like a rather intense expression for a breakfast choice. Don’t worry, as I have some food left in my pack.”

      Good. He didn’t want to deal with questions about his past, about his scars—about anything of those memories he wished he could forget.

      “Plus, I have Hiran’s, too,” she added. “We gauged the track by foot to take two days at most. And we brought extra, just in case.”

      He glanced at her. She was now fully covered by her tunic, unfortunately. When she’d undressed down to minimal garments last night before they’d slept, he’d seen more of her creamy skin. It appeared so soft, he wanted to touch it and discover if it felt as satiny as it looked. He couldn’t act on his urges, to reach out and stroke her shoulder and trail his fingers down her arm. He groaned inside. She would probably stab him.

      “Here are some energy packets.” She offered him a package of mixed nuts and dried fruit. “Would you like one?”

      “You can eat them both. I don’t need much food.” He glanced out a window that was only several months old. He’d only decided to create them after it had become clear that the skies would no longer reveal the sun’s full rays. Subdued light crept in from over the mountains, something that fascinated him. “Come on, let’s go outside and eat.”

      She followed him outside to a bench he’d built that faced the mountains. Muted shades of deep pink, dark orange, and mauve stretched out from the snowcapped peaks in the distance. They appeared to have been painted with a paintbrush dipped in indigo. Even though it wasn’t the bright, light sunrises from when he was a human, it still represented a new day. And after decades in darkness, it offered a glimmer of hope in bleak times.

      “You appear distracted,” she said, popping a dried apricot into her mouth.

      “I suppose I am.”

      “By what?”

      He squared his jaw. “I haven’t seen sunlight in decades. This unnatural sky fascinates me in some strange way—even though I know it can only bode destruction in the end.”

      “Like an image of a swan song.”

      “Something like that. Something beautiful that signals the beginning of the end.”

      She pulled a canteen out of her pack and took a sip of water. Then, she smacked her hand on her thighs. “Well, that’s a little dark for early morning talk,” she said with a laugh. “I’d rather start our journey on a more optimistic note.”

      Her laugh was potent. Warm tingles spread inside his chest, and he smiled at her in return. “You’re right. It’s hard for a vampire not to cling to the darkness.”

      “I’m hoping for an uneventful day ahead.”

      He wished he could reassure her and say yes, it should be smooth sailing. Maybe if they weren’t headed to the coven. But, just because he’d never trust a witch, she had no reason not to.

      “We’ll get you there soon,” he said.

      His stomach churned. Once she reached the coven, he’d never see her again.

      

      Nalia

      As the sun finished rising, Nalia and Vikas began the trek to the witches’ coven in the valley of the Himalayas. Since they had spent much of yesterday walking together, they fell into a comfortable silence as they tread through clusters of trees along cliffside paths. She paused to gape at waterfalls that tumbled down the cliffs, but was otherwise caught up in her thoughts about what lay ahead. Anything could happen, like the tragic twist of yesterday.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked her.

      “What makes you think something is wrong?”

      “I can sense your trepidation. It’s rolling off you in waves.”

      “How?”

      “Vampire senses are more acute than humans,” he replied.

      Should she tell him about her issues with the coven? It would entail revealing she was half-witch. What would he do with the information? From what she knew of him, she doubted he’d snap and attack her. More likely, he’d just walk away.

      She clenched her fist and then unclenched them. “I’ve been to the Makara Coven before.”

      A trio of deer passed over the well-worn path ahead. One looked their way and fled as if threatened. The others followed it.

      “And?” Vikas prodded.

      “I don’t remember it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I was an infant. But I was told what had happened.” She paused before continuing as the familiar rush of bitterness rose inside.

      He flashed her a lopsided grin. “Are you deliberately trying to ramp up the anticipation before you tell me? If so, it’s working.”

      “No, it’s not that.” She bit her lip. “Not exactly. It’s a sore spot with me.”

      “All right. I will patiently wait until you’re ready to tell me. If there’s one thing vampires have plenty of, it’s time. Besides, we have several miles ahead of us.”

      Nalia considered her options as she gazed into the forest. The pressures of the inside world didn’t seem to have as much impact here in the wilderness, in a setting more populated by trees than humans.

      She might as well get it out there, rather than keep her anxieties festering inside. She took a deep breath and exhaled. “I was found alone in the forest soon after I was born.”

      Vikas cocked his head. “Did somebody leave you there?”

      “Not intentionally, I don’t think.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My biological parents were also found in the woods.” She gulped. “Dead. They were murdered.” She slanted a glance his way to gauge his reaction.

      His jaw twitched and his expression turned concerned. “I’m sorry. That must be something difficult to live with.”

      “It would be, if that were the extent of it. But for me, it gets worse.” Her lips trembled. She didn’t tell that story for a reason. It hurt too much.

      He didn’t press her, but waited patiently as if sensing her trouble saying the words. For that, she was grateful.

      “Some people found me hidden in a cave not far from the coven so they brought me there. The witches rejected me.”

      “Those bastards,” he spat. “How could they turn away an innocent child?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve wondered that my entire life.” As well as who killed my parents and why. I never knew them. “It stings.”

      “Rejection always does. But to do so for an orphaned baby? That seems unnecessarily cruel.” He grunted. “Not that I expect much more from witches.”

      She pursed her lips. “That’s the thing. The humans who found took me to the witches for one reason in particular.” After taking a deep breath, she said, “My mother was part of that coven. She was a witch.”

      His eyes bulged. He shook his head. “You have witch blood?” When she nodded, he said, “No, I don’t believe it. I would smell it on you. You don’t smell like a witch. Your scent is different, somewhat unidentifiable, as a matter of fact.”

      “I was thinking about that.” She tore her gaze away. He wasn’t going to like what she was about to admit. “When I agreed to let you drink from me, I did so knowing I had witch blood in me.” She glanced at him to find his mouth had dropped open.

      He narrowed his eyes. “You intentionally tried to poison me?”

      She rolled her shoulders. “What would you do in my shoes after having been attacked by a vampire?”

      His face contorted with a grim expression. He rubbed his chin. “But, it didn’t have the effect you’d intended.” He snarled. “Fortunately for me.”

      She opened her mouth and closed it, searching for the words to explain herself. Although he was a vampire, he’d done nothing to betray her. He’d stuck to his promises. And here she was, admitting she’d tried to harm him. If anyone was in the wrong, it was her.

      “That’s the thing, and it made me think. Why didn’t my blood poison you? I’m guessing there’s something about me that isn’t strong enough. The witches recognized it in me when I was a baby, and that’s why they turned me away.”

      Vikas studied her with such an intense look, she sucked in a breath.

      “Their loss,” he said at last.

      She raised a brow. “What?”

      His stern expression softened. “I said, it’s their loss. If they don’t think you’re good enough, or strong enough, they are dead wrong.”

      “Why would you say that? You barely know me.”

      “I’ve seen enough to get an impression. From the moment you attacked me, I sensed your strength. It was unusual for a human.” He snorted. “Even though I’m not pleased with your initial intentions, I have to admit it was quite resourceful.”

      With a sheepish grin, she said, “Thanks, I guess.”

      “And what the hell, I might as well admit this since it’s the last time we’ll see each other.”

      Nalia waited, holding her breath.

      “You’re caring and honorable, as well. Many people would have run for their lives after the attack yesterday, but you stuck it out despite the fear and honored your companion. That takes courage. And heart.”

      It was her turn for her mouth to drop. For him to see that in her even after she’d admitted trying to deceive and hurt him showed his character. She’d been wrong about him. Judging him for what he was rather than who.

      “Thank you for saying that.” She swallowed a lump. “I’m sorry I tried to poison you. And for being such an ass for doubting you so many times. You’ve been more kind to me than I deserve.”

      Vikas smiled and then turned ahead. After their intimate admissions, she said little else as they continued through the forests.

      When they reached a gorge with a rope bridge that crossed over it, Vikas paused.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      He jerked his head. “Nothing.”

      His tone wasn’t the least bit convincing. “You’re afraid of heights.”

      “No.”

      She laughed. “You are a terrible liar.”

      She glanced down at the sides of the stark gray stone that dropped into rushing rapids.

      “Don’t look down.” He grabbed her arm.

      “You’re immortal,” she teased.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m eager to fall!”

      “Come on,” she said, amused. She grabbed the sides of the rope bridge. “Follow me.”

      She stepped on one of the boards and then the next. In between each was a gap that offered a peek to the depths below. Vikas grunted, but followed. As they crossed the swinging bridge over the gorge, he sucked in sharp breaths.

      “I don’t know how you can be so nonchalant about this,” he said.

      “Sure, it’s kind of scary, but we’re not going to fall.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because that guy holding a knife over the other end of the bridge seems like a good guy and I don’t think he’ll carry through.”

      Vikas gasped. He must have looked ahead as he said, “How could you!”

      She laughed. “You were imagining the worst. I just wanted to show you there’s nothing to worry about. There’s no man threatening to cut the bridge. All we have to do is put one foot across the other and walk. Easy.”

      When they reached the other side, Vikas fell forward holding his knees. “That was awful.”

      “You did it, though.”

      He glanced at her and wagged his index finger. “You’re going to get it after scaring me half to death.”

      When he grabbed her, she squealed and laughed. He tickled her and she fought him off with playful pushes. When she caught his eye, she stopped breathing altogether.

      He dropped his gaze to her mouth. Then, he released her, but trailed his fingers over her arms. Clearing his throat, he said, “We need to continue that way.”

      He pointed down a path that turned left along a ridge. They resumed their walk, at ease with one another. A couple of hours later, they approached a river.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked, glancing up at the dim afternoon sky.

      When wasn’t she? With food scarce, it was rarely far from her mind. “I could eat.”

      “Why don’t you sit, and I’ll catch a fish.”

      She squinted. “With what? Do you have a net somewhere?”

      He raised his hands. “With these.”

      “You can catch a fish with your bare hands?”

      “Yes.” He grinned. “Plus, it will help me restore my manliness in your eyes after that embarrassing incident crossing the bridge.”

      She laughed. “I have some matches and tinder in my pack and can get a fire going.”

      “We make a good team.” He raised a brow. “Don’t you think?”

      She tilted her head. “If you can catch a fish, that is.”

      “Don’t you doubt me, tigress.” With that, he strode to the river’s edge and then peered down as he stepped across the rocks.

      Nalia scoured the area for some kindling. She reached into her pack and pulled out matches.

      After she’d gotten a small fire started, Vikas cried out, “Victory!”

      He held up a fish by the tail in his right hand. Then he strode over to her with a proud look. “Hope you like catfish.”

      “They’re ugly, but delicious.”

      After they cooked the fish, they sat to eat it.

      She gazed out at the surroundings. “It’s so peaceful out here in the forests. A different world than the city.”

      “Yes, I’d choose here every time.

      “Don’t you get lonely?”

      Vikas picked up a stick and prodded the fire. “I’ve been alone for so long, it’s just the way it is.”

      That thought bothered her as they packed up and continued the trek. She’d never considered how endless and lonely a vampire’s immortality might be.

      Hours later, the snow-covered peaks of the Himalayas played hide-and-seek among the foliage as they maneuvered through the ascent and descent of the forest hills. A fine mist floated above the tree line. The air was brisk and clean. Soon, the outline of a village appeared through the wisps of clouds, lending the coven an ethereal air.

      Vikas paused, remaining under the concealment of the trees. “I better leave you here.”

      She stopped beside him and scanned the cluster of homes in the clearing.

      “Yes, you’re probably right.” The witches would likely not be hospitable to a vampire entering their territory.

      “Are you going to be okay?” he asked.

      His concerned tone warmed her. It was astonishing to think he’d bother to care for her after what she’d admitted, yet that’s exactly how he made her feel around him—safe and protected. And now she had to leave him to continue her journey.

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes, I will be.”

      “Remember, it was their loss. You turned out fine without them. You are better off, if you ask me,” he added.

      She laughed. “Of course, you’d say that, considering vamps and witches aren’t the warmest of friends.”

      “Decades of hatred will do that.”

      Silence followed. In that space, a hundred words rushed into her head—things she should say, and things she shouldn’t say.

      It was time to part. She shuffled from one foot to the other and fidgeted with her hands. Oh, how awkward. She hated goodbyes, and this one seemed especially difficult. It was like the ache of losing a friend. No, that wasn’t right. She’d only met him yesterday. And the attraction that simmered between them wasn’t something she’d recognized with friends.

      “I guess this is it,” he said. His gaze shifted around from the trees to the ground, as if he was avoiding looking her in the eye.

      “Guess so,” she replied. “Thanks for everything you’ve done. Escorting me here, and you know… all the trouble.”

      She didn’t want to bring up the burial. Had it only been a day since she had lost Hiran? It already seemed like a week had passed. Perhaps it was a combination of grief and stress that made the hours stretch much longer.

      “You’re welcome.” He nodded slowly. “It was worth it.”

      What he meant, she didn’t know. Her blood? Or was it possible he didn’t think of her as a pain in the ass for some of the time they’d been together?

      He glanced at her and their gazes locked. In that moment, it was clear why he’d avoided looking at her. So much was conveyed through that stare. More emotion than she’d ever be able to analyze, let alone vocalize. In that short time they’d spent together, her opinion of him had changed. Even though she should hate him for being a vampire, for being the same species that had killed her companion and was destroying their division, he was different. She had a glimpse of him as a man, not a generalization of vampires.

      And what an enticing man he was. Tall and broad-shouldered, his powerful physique promised shelter and protection. His dark, smoldering gaze ignited a heat that radiated inside her.

      He stepped closer, and his eyes never left hers. Then his gaze lowered to her lips, and they seemed to part of their own will. He stroked her cheek with one hand and she closed her eyes, leaning into it. With the other hand, he cupped her chin.

      “Open your eyes.” His voice had a rough, guttural tone.

      They fluttered open. His gaze was full of dark desire now, his intentions unmistakable and matching her own. He had her trapped there in his hands. More surprising was how much she liked it. She wanted this. Wanted his lips on hers. Wanted him to ravish her before she left.

      “Vikas.” It came out a soft purr, lingering on the ‘s’ sound like a hiss. Her throat seemed to close.

      “I’m right here, Nalia.”

      He inched closer to her face, so devastatingly slow that her heart seemed to freeze. Goosebumps danced across her flesh, a shiver of cold, and then heat. Her gaze dropped to his mouth. Such defined lips drawn with an artist’s curve.

      She stopped breathing, waiting, dying for more…

      Finally, his lips were on hers. He pressed her against a tree, the bark rough against her back. He removed his hand from her cheeks and grabbed her wrists, and then pinned them over her head. Nothing about the kiss was gentle, but rough and raw—like a beast had suddenly been released from a cage. It was wild and somewhat frightening in an exciting way. He possessed her with that kiss, claiming her, and she responded with a desperate need for more.

      His mouth moved over her neck, licking and sucking. A reminder of how he drank from her yesterday replayed in her mind, sending a trickle of heat between her legs.

      Low feral sounds rumbled in his throat. “You smell so good. Unlike any other woman.”

      Lost in the sensations, she didn’t even bother to try to analyze what that meant. She jerked her arms, wanting to wrap them around his neck and ruffle her fingers through his hair, but he had her pinned. That was deliciously tempting. With him taking control, she was free to let go. What a relief after all that time trying to hold herself together.

      He released her arms and ran his hands down the sides of her body. Finding her breasts, he stroked the nipples through her tunic with his thumbs until they ached with pleasurable sensitivity. She arched against him, murmuring for more.

      With her hands now free, she ran them down the back of his neck. She slid them over his shoulder blades and lower back, sensing the taut muscles beneath her fingers. He leaned in and moved his mouth along her collarbone, nudging down the top of her tunic and finding the soft skin of her breasts. When he licked her there, her breath came in jagged gasps.

      On some inner level, she knew this was stupid and wrong. That they should stop before going any further. If anyone could see how carnal she’d become in the arms of a vampire, a mere day after Hiran had been slaughtered by one…

      No, she couldn’t think that way. She couldn’t let the guilt swallow her, the grief to turn her into a shadow of herself. She was alive—and she never felt more so than at this moment. She wanted more of him. More of this.

      A strange urge grew amid the rising sensuality—a longing to taste his blood. What would horrify her at any other time as something so wrong and repulsive, struck her as natural during this heated kiss. Her fingers trailed over the faint pulse in his neck. What would it be like to have his blood slide down her throat? Wicked images of tasting that forbidden honey demanded to be seen, sending a hot trail of lust deep into her core.

      Vikas kissed and suckled his way back to her neck.

      “Please,” he begged.

      She sought to find words in the haze. “Please what?”

      When he pulled back to glance at her, white sharp canines extended from his lips and his eyes glowed with feral heat.

      “Let me taste you one more time.”
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      Vikas

      

      He pulled back to wait for Nalia’s reaction. She had no reason to grant his request to drink from her again. It was only his bloodlust, pure and simple.

      Her eyelids fluttered, and she watched him through a half-lidded gaze. She looked so appealing with her eyes clouded by desire and lips swollen from kissing. It was a wonder he managed to keep his hands off her until now.

      “We shouldn’t,” she murmured, her voice low and smoky.

      Although there was a kernel of sensibility in her statement, he couldn’t find the reason. “Why not?”

      “Because I need to go on to the coven, and I don’t know what awaits me there. Going forth in a weakened state isn’t the best way to start out.”

      She was right. He was a selfish beast to think of himself in that moment. After suffering through a night in his cabin with her so close and being forced to restrain himself, his repressed desires had burst forth. Also, she was leaving, which meant these were his final moments with her. His last chance to have her. Her scent, her taste, hell, even her spunk, which could annoy the shit out of him, lured him, making him want to abandon reason.

      He squared his jaw, while he fought for self-control. “You’re right. That was wrong of me to ask. I desire you. And with the bloodlust, it’s difficult to resist.”

      Her chest rose and fell with her escalated breaths. He kept his gaze averted from the vein in her enticing throat, while the beast within sensed every pulse of her heartbeat.

      “I should go,” Nalia replied.

      For several moments, he fought to curb his desire. But when he caught her gaze, she moved for him, tangling her arms around his neck as she kissed him. The surprising gift of having her back in his arms made him pull her more tightly against him, reluctant to let her go. He returned the kiss with such an ardent need, he feared he might bruise her lips. She softened back into his embrace. It felt so right. Even though she was half-witch, making her off-limits to his kind, it didn’t deter him.

      He tore his mouth from hers before he followed the raging desire to claim more. All he could think of was burying himself deep inside her while he sank his fangs into her throat and drank from her exquisite fountain. Something she already pointed out they should not do.

      He forced himself to say, “Right, you should leave.”

      “Why?” Her voice came out a low rasp. Odd that she’d asked that when she’d said the same thing moments before.

      “Because I want you too much,” he said through gritted teeth, as he struggled to regain control. “And this is torture. Sweet torture.”

      Her expression turned from dark desire to determined. “Yes. I should go.”

      She pulled herself from him. His core temperature dropped without her warm body pressed to his, leaving him cold as a mountain breeze fluttered past. He resisted the urge to call her back.

      “Goodbye, Vikas. And thank you.”

      He nodded. “Be well, my sweet little tigress.”

      She gave him a knowing smile and then turned and walked away. He watched her lithe movements through the forest, memorizing every inch of her.

      This was the last time he would see her. The weight of dread sank through him.

      It didn’t seem right for her to leave, but there was no way he could continue with her.

      He fought for clarity in his addled mind. He must have simply been blinded by the bloodlust.

      Snap out of it. She was a short-term distraction. You needed her blood. You got it. Now it’s time to go back home, where you were headed to begin with. You don’t need any more complications in your life.

      Still, he climbed up in the tree so he could watch her continue across the valley. He wanted to make sure she reached the coven safely, even though the dark threat of hungry vampires lurking in the forest were gone. No vampire would dare venture that close to the coven territory.

      Interesting. Why did he care about her safety any longer? Their agreement was over. She’d deceived him and had tried to poison him. She was half-witch, an enemy to vampires. Yet, he hadn’t placed the scent. Odd. He should’ve recognized an underlying note of it somewhere in her fragrance. Maybe it was only a fraction of her makeup. After all, the bastards did turn her away. It didn’t do much to help his impression of the witches.

      He should just let her go. After escorting her for two days, it was difficult to shut off his protective instincts, though.

      She crossed the Valley and was merely a blip with her purple tunic moving into the village.

      Then, she was gone. Emptiness spread throughout him. He tried to shake it off.

      “Get down from there!”

      Vikas glanced down to see two men pointing wooden spears at his gut from opposite sides, essentially trapping him. The end of the spears had a sharp metal point. He’d bet it was silver. The other end was pointed into a wooden stake and had a red tassel dangling from it.

      A weapon designed to destroy vampires.

      Shit. If he wasn’t in such a vulnerable position, he could escape in a move too quick for them to follow.

      He raised his hands. “Hold on. You have nothing to worry about. I’m coming down.”

      “Slowly. No sharp moves, vampire, or it will be your last.”

      He resisted rolling his eyes at the threat. No doubt these two guards were from the coven and their senses were attuned enough to identify him as a vampire.

      If he timed it right, he could rip out their throats.

      He scowled. He could only take on one guard at a time. And in that delay, the other could impale him. Not an enticing option.

      He climbed down from the tree with slow movements, searching for options as he lowered himself over the rough bark of the trunk. The guards moved ever closer with their spears, looming with a threatening glint in their eyes. He hissed at them. The beast within burst forth with fangs extended, clouding his vision with red venom.

      One of the guards scratched his shoulder with the spear. “Don’t you hiss at me, you filthy corpse.”

      Sharp heat pierced Vikas’s flesh. Silver, as he’d expected.

      Son of a bitch.

      This was the second time he’d been poisoned by silver in two days. And he didn’t have Nalia’s sweet blood to help him heal this time.

      The other guard raised a silver chain. “Don’t even think about resisting.”

      “A vampire spy,” the first spat with disgust.

      “It’s not what you think,” Vikas said, climbing down from the tree. “I escorted somebody here.”

      “Quiet. We’re not interested in your lies.”

      While one guard pointed his weapon at Vikas’s chest, the other lowered his to wrap the chain around Vikas’s wrists. His beast roared within, wanting to tear the guards into tiny, blood-drained pieces of flesh. He struggled to maintain control and not lash out. Doing so would lead to a painful, poisonous impalement.

      The ultimate end for a vampire.

      Vikas sucked in a breath as they led him toward the coven. What kind of fate awaited a vampire among witches? He didn’t expect a warm welcome.

      

      Nalia

      She took a deep breath before she entered the village, an array of round thatched-roof huts and rectangular modest log cabins in a valley. The mist-covered mountains of the Himalayas lay behind them.  She’d imagined what the coven would look like since she was a child. In her mind, she expected to have high wrought-iron gates or at least some walls that served as protection, but that probably didn’t make sense. They wouldn’t pose much of a challenge to their enemies, the vampires.

      This was where her mother had lived. Where Nalia would have lived if the witches hadn’t turned her away. The familiar rejection seeped into the vulnerable cracks in her mind. Yet now the sting was more acute, like an acid worming its way into wounds where it would inflict the most pain.

      She took a deep breath and powered on toward the village. She had a job to do, and wasn’t going to let old scars prevent her from carrying out her task.

      A colorful and vibrant market stood ahead. Witches sold fruits, nuts, seafood, and spices from many stands. The stalls in the bazaar in Four Corners were once overflowing like this, but now mostly vacant. The food vendors had to move on to sell other goods, like clothing and handicrafts.

      Nalia expected some sort of transition as she passed into it, like vibrations indicating she was passing through some sort of magical portal. Yet nothing happened. Perhaps she was being silly. She didn’t know much about witches. They lived quite a distance from the city where the vampires lived, probably to stay as far from them as possible.

      Yet, humans lived in the coven, since pure-blooded witches were rare after the Rift. Some witches drew on the psychic energy of humans and many lived with the coven. It was similar to how the vampires needed humans for blood. Yet, despite their value in Charmukh, humans ended up as the lowest caste, exploited by all. Without any magical powers like those of witches, or supernatural ones like vampires, humans were the most vulnerable—and the ones who suffered most.

      At least the witches didn’t kill or enslave them like the vampires had been doing. And while the vampires could lose control with their blood lust, the witches merely left the person tired. After a decent meal and a good night of sleep, the person would recover.

      That had been an issue for Nalia when she was younger. She’d unconsciously tapped into other’s energy, leaving them drained. It wasn’t something she’d planned or even knew she was doing, but her parents had figured it out. Since Nalia often left her playmates napping while she was renewed with exuberance, they attributed it to her witch blood.

      Although she’d never truly learned how to control it, she’d managed to suppress it. No need to alienate more people, reminding them she was a freak. She had nothing to offer them in exchange for draining them of their energy. Not like the witches in the coven, who’d give food and lodging for humans who provided the psychic energy many witches craved.

      Nalia glanced back across the valley toward the forest where she had left Vikas, and bit her lip. That goodbye kiss was unexpected—and it would linger in her memories for a long time. She’d never been kissed like that before. Never knew so much heat could generate between two people. Or a half-witch and a vampire, rather. A forbidden encounter. Perhaps that was what made it so enticing—the witches would have a fit on hearing of a tryst with a vampire. But, Nalia wasn’t one of them—they’d made that decision clear long ago. And she sure as hell wasn’t going to go out of her way to try to please them, even if she had to ask for their help—oddly enough, against other vampires.

      Yet, the more she replayed the kiss with Vikas, the more she thought there was something more to it. It was like they had some sort of connection. Maybe they’d even built a bit of trust over the past couple of days.

      “You’re not from here,” a male voice said.

      The harsh tone surprised her, and she turned to face a man holding a spear.

      “Right. I came from Kantari Village. I’d like to speak with the High Priestess.”

      “If you came from the humans, why do you have the stench of a vampire all over you?”

      Shit.

      Nalia hadn’t anticipated that question. How the hell should she answer? Admitting that she’d been escorted by a vampire didn’t set her up in a good light.

      Adding that she’d been in his arms kissing him not too long ago and had almost succumbed to that sensual, addictive experience of letting him suck her blood would be even worse.

      Well, she had been attacked by one yesterday. Perhaps that would be better to reveal.

      “I didn’t start my journey alone. I had a companion with me. A vampire attacked us and I fought him.” She swallowed a lump. “I survived, but my companion didn’t.”

      “Bloody vampires. Nothing but mindless monsters.”

      Nalia had agreed with that assessment before she’d met Vikas, but he’d shattered her assumptions one by one.

      It was better to keep her mouth shut on the matter, and not admit any of this to a witch. What did it matter, anyway? He was gone from her life. He’d drunk her blood. They’d shared a kiss. And that was that. It was time for her to focus on the mission here, not have sensual fantasies about a vampire. Her village depended on her.

      “Could you please bring me to the High Priestess?” she said, folding her hands on her stomach. “The situation in our village is dire and we need help.”

      The guard gave her such a critical look, she was sure he’d turn down her request.

      “Follow me,” he said at last. He turned on his heel and marched away.

      Nalia hesitated in her surprise, but then broke into a jog to catch up to him. She followed in between thatched-roof homes into a courtyard with various trees. The largest one, a Peepal tree, had a red scarf and jasmine garland wrapped around it, which she guessed was used in worship.

      “Wait right here,” he commanded.

      After he entered one of the larger residences, she strolled along the perimeter of the round courtyard. Several yellow pots of herbs along the border filled the air with their fragrance. They were followed by a variety of bonsai in colorful, ceramic pots on tables of various heights. Next was a miniature orchard with peach, pear, and walnut trees. Clearly, the witches had a method to make the plants grow despite the reduced sunlight.

      Nalia cut in to the focal point of the courtyard, where water tumbled out of the mouths of several gargoyle statues on a large fountain set on a circular stone terrace.

      She ambled to the fountain and sat on the edge to people watch. The witches were indistinguishable from those in her village, save for their clothing. They wore flowing garments in pastel shades rather than the villagers’ colorful tunics.

      Several minutes later, a statuesque woman strolled into the courtyard with her head raised high. A lilac dress flowed over her thin frame. Her black hair had streaks of white woven into a braid that hung over one shoulder. The regal air left little doubt that she was the High Priestess.

      Nalia swallowed hard upon seeing the leader of the witches. Was she the one who had turned her away when she was a baby? If so, why? Overwhelming emotions threatened to engulf her.

      You’re not here to seek answers about your past. Remember your mission. Everyone who’s counting on you.

      Nalia took a deep breath and forced her muscles to relax on the exhale.

      “Thank you for seeing me,” Nalia said. “I’m Nalia, from the Kantari Village.”

      “I’m Maralie, the High Priestess of this coven. What brings you here?”

      “We are grateful for all your help with magic for our crops over these years, but with the darkening shield, it’s becoming even more difficult to grow food.”

      Maralie eyed Nalia. “I feel your draw on me. You’re part witch.”

      Nalia shuffled her feet. Even though she tried to hide her psychic pull from people who could sense it, certain powerful witches would still know. It didn’t help Nalia’s already vulnerable state of having to take on this pride-sucking, emotionally draining journey to the coven.

      “Who are your parents?” Maralie asked.

      “I never met them,” Nalia replied truthfully. “They died when I was young.”

      Nalia considered revealing who her mother was, but the circumstances surrounding her murder were unclear. It was probably better to disclose as little information as possible to get what she came for.

      Maralie gave her a slow nod. “I’m sorry.” After a pause, she said, “Coming back to the reason you’re here. Yes, we face the same issues with the shield.”

      “What are you doing for food?”

      “The same as we’ve always done—enhancing the crops with magic. But it requires more, draining our energy. And then you know we need to restore our magic from the humans who live among us, yet they need food. It’s becoming more difficult. A vicious circle.”

      So, they were suffering, too. Maybe that would make them more receptive to Nalia’s next suggestion.

      “We know the darkening of the shield is the vampires’ doing,” Nalia declared. “It allows them to walk during the day, under filtered sunlight. They’re starving us and don’t care. We’ve tried to explain how we’re suffering. Whenever we send a messenger, they drain them of blood—or worse, stolen some and made them blood slaves. But what we have over the vampires are our numbers. The time has come for us to join forces and overthrow the vampires.”

      Nalia exhaled after her proposal, awaiting Maralie’s response.

      Maralie tapped her lip. “I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

      Nalia’s shoulders sagged. The witch had turned her down. After trekking all this way, she would leave a failure, rejected once again by the coven. Her muscles trembled. She squeezed her fingernails into her palms, to distract her from the emotions threatening to drown her with self-loathing.

      She couldn’t leave without trying again, pleading her case.

      “But we’re all suffering under Marco’s regime. This shield is going to destroy us all. We can’t survive without sunlight.”

      Maralie’s mouth twitched. Her sign of discomfort vanished, replaced by a stoic expression. “The Goddess has blessed our witches with magic. Our salvation lies in working with our gifts. A violent action would lead to a violent reaction that would return to us three-fold. Then all will truly suffer.”

      Nalia took deep breaths to control frustration that now bordered with rising panic. “What about the humans in the division? It seems certain that we will all perish.”

      “The vampires won’t let that happen,” Maralie said. “You’re their food supply.”

      “But they’re not helping us.” Nalia clenched her hands into fists.

      Maralie pursed her lips. “I won’t join a violent coup. But I will give you a stronger fertilizer that will help you with your crops. Follow the instructions that will be provided. It’s an easy-to-follow spell. It may look like a little fertilizer, but a pinch will go a long way if you follow the steps.”

      Nalia unclenched her fists. At least the mission here wasn’t fruitless. “Thank you.”

      “Child, I must warn you. Taking on the Berkano vampire is a battle you can’t win.”

      “If we build up enough numbers, surely we can find a way to breach his reinforcements and get to him.”

      “You don’t understand. Marco has acquired a weapon in his arsenal that has amplified his power to that of a god. It is likely why he has been able to control the shield over Charmukh. A tremendous amount of magic would be required to cover such a vast space.”

      Nalia’s heart thumped as she stared at the witch. “What kind of weapon?”

      “He’s stolen Shiva’s trident.”

      Nalia gasped. Marco had taken the weapon of a god.
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      Vikas

      

      Vikas scanned the room he’d been thrown into. Nothing but stone walls and a locked door surrounded him, with no apparent way to escape.

      Shit. It had been stupid of him to linger outside the coven to make sure Nalia was safe. Although he had no good feelings toward the witches, he doubted they’d be a threat to her. Perhaps they’d turn her away once again. But he didn’t think they’d lock her up.

      No, they left that honor for a vampire they thought was spying on them.

      Vikas would have torn those damn guards into bloody confetti if they hadn’t had silver weapons that wouldn’t just poison him. Those spears could have ended his immortal existence. So, he had to follow the guards like a damn lamb following a shepherd while he pictured various brutal outcomes if he resisted.

      Good one. You’ve gotten yourself to a fine mess this time.

      Now that he was locked up, he had to find a way out. He listened for signs of activity outside the room. Maybe he’d learn of his fate. Nothing. He tried to force open the door. If it was wood, he might’ve been able to break through, but the steel-reinforcements were too much even for a vampire. The lock was also strong enough that he couldn’t break through. They’d probably used sorcery somehow to enhance its effectiveness at restraining vampires.

      No question about it—he was screwed.

      He had known better than to go near witches. And look what it had cost him.

      Regret swam through him. If he’d never joined with Nalia, he would have been back in his cabin now, back to the solitude he craved. Not captured in the coven’s territory, impotent in some dungeon. Experience had taught him repeatedly not to get involved in other’s problems. Then it became his problem. And didn’t he have enough of his own?

      He swore at himself for following the scent of blood on the trail. He spat at the recollection. The bloodlust was a curse.

      God, he hated the one who had sealed him with this fate, consumed by a need for blood. Turning him into a vehement monster. Who was he to think he was different than other vampires? He was clearly no better than they were.

      Now was not the time to fall into despair. He had to escape. He banged on the steel door. “Let me out! Get me out of here or you’ll regret it!”

      It was an empty threat since there was no apparent way out, but it didn’t stop him. When no one responded, he lowered his hand and turned to take in the empty room. He wasn’t ready to give up yet. He explored every inch, running his fingers over stone and steel, searching for a tiny vulnerability in the design.

      Eventually, he accepted the truth. He was trapped.

      He sank to the cool cellar floor, pulling his knees towards his chest. All he had now was time.

      Time to think and dwell…and regret.

      Maybe he deserved to be here. Left in torment to hunger for the rest of his undead life. After all the mistakes he’d made, why would he even strive to redeem himself? Maybe a killer didn’t deserve a second chance.

      He covered his mouth, swallowing a metallic taste. What he’d done, he would never forget. He would never forgive himself for turning into a bloodthirsty monster. The worst incident of all was when his wife had looked at him, seeing him clearly as the inhuman creature he’d become…

      No. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. He couldn’t think of her. Her face would haunt him for the remainder of his immortality.

      He scoured his tormented mind, searching for something to bring him calm in the terrifying waves. Nalia’s face appeared.

      Where was she now? How had the witches responded to her? Likely, he would never know.

      Despite the result of his actions leading him here, he couldn’t regret them entirely. If he hadn’t followed the trail, he never would have tasted her. Not just her blood—that alone was an addictive experience—but her lips, as well. He ran his fingers over his own lips and smiled. How did a woman who had such a sassy mouth have such a sweet kiss? It had fired sensations in him he hadn’t experienced in years—maybe decades. He recalled the time when he was human. He’d loved his wife. They’d had good times together, happy times. Being in love was an experience like none other. Worth living for.

      Worth dying for, too?

      Don’t go there…

      He swallowed the rising emotions before they engulfed him in grief once again. No stranger to imprisonment after being locked in Marco’s temple, Vikas knew how quick the mind could turn on itself, forcing him to relive his worst moments.

      He rose and stretched. Yoga and meditation were key to keep him from madness. He took a deep inhale through his nose and exhaled from his mouth and repeated it three times. Then he began with a sun salutation.

      Memories crept in while he moved through positions. He focused on his breath to push them aside.

      Emotions meant pain. He had to overpower them. It was better to be dead inside than to relive harrowing memories. He thought he’d mastered controlling his feelings. After all, he’d spent many years as an Enforcer in the Shivanali Temple. Detachment was essential, especially as the role he played required him to turn a blind eye to what occurred in the division.

      But even he’d had enough and had left.

      When he had witnessed the ruthless ways vampires could treat humans, Vikas had seen himself reflected in the harsh fluorescent light of a distorted mirror. His callous disregard for how other vampires treated humans made him just as culpable.

      But once, he had been human. He had to hold on to that. Living in the solitude of his cabin in the clean air of the forests was better for his soul.

      He never should have left home.

      He never should have let his conscience nag at him on that awful day when a human couple had begged him to trek to the temple to confront Marco about their daughter, Namita. He hadn’t rescued her.  There were no prizes for good intentions, no victories for those locked away. Marco didn’t listen to what was right or wrong; he didn’t care. And why would he? Ruthless rule was what had elevated him to a position of power over the division. Any soft heartedness, especially to a human or witch, was looked upon as a weakness since Marco and his inner circle considered them inferior species.

      What still bothered Vikas was what had happened to the couple’s daughter. He couldn’t bear to imagine what Marco had done to that innocent child. He might have treated her more harshly in retaliation for Vikas’s interference. She might be long dead by now.

      The yoga wasn’t helping. He sat and tried to meditate, but couldn’t keep his mind clear. He replayed the incidences with the child and more recently with Nalia, and contemplated other options that would have resulted. In each case, the alternative would have kept him safe in his cabin rather than rotting in a cell.

      The vampires in Shivanali Temple had starved him to near madness. Would the witches be just as cruel? Anything could happen. Vampires had beaten and tortured him before locking him up. The witches hadn’t done so. Maybe they weren’t as bad as the vampires claimed.

      Or, they might be worse. After all, witches and vampires were enemies.

      There was nothing left for him but to wait for what the witches had in store for him.

      He didn’t expect it to be pretty.

      

      Nalia

      She paced through the village while she waited for the magic fertilizer. The High Priestess had offered a meal while it was being packaged and fastened to a horse, to ease her journey home, but she was too shaken by the news about the vile vampire Marco, to consider eating.

      He’d stolen a weapon from a god. No wonder the shield had darkened. He’d probably wielded the magic that came with Shiva’s trident to manipulate the shield and allow vampires to venture outdoors at any hour. Not only did his power make it more difficult to attempt to overthrow them, but her village had to do so without the coven’s assistance. One blow magnified by another. Too many thoughts firing across her mind left her unable to process anything else.

      “Nalia.”

      The unfamiliar female voice made Nalia turn. She fixed her gaze at a woman with frizzy auburn hair smiling at her. How did she know her name?

      She tilted her head. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s been over twenty years, but I know it’s you.”

      “How? Who are you?”

      The woman’s face softened. “You look like her.”

      “Like who?” Nalia asked. She suspected she already knew the answer.

      “Please, come with me. So we can talk.”

      Nalia paused, studying the woman. She appeared to be mid-fifties and stood a few inches shorter than Nalia. She wore a pale yellow dress with fiery orange lilies printed on it. The woman motioned to Nalia to follow her to one of the modest thatched-roof homes ahead.

      Nalia hesitated. An invitation by a stranger into her home raised a warning flag.

      “Hurry,” the woman said. “I don’t want anyone to see us talking.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I have something to tell you they won’t be happy about me sharing.”

      Curiosity won out. Nalia followed the woman into her house and halted inside the door to scan the interior. The open space had a small kitchen, dining, and seating area—and an altar in one corner that was covered with all sorts of tiny bottles and vials.

      “What did you want to tell me?” Nalia asked.

      The woman’s gaze scanned over her face, her expression warm. “You look like your mother.”

      Nalia swallowed. “You knew my mother?”

      The woman motioned to the seating area. “Please, make yourself comfortable. I’ll make a pot of tea.”

      Nalia sat on a worn floral love seat.

      The woman put a kettle of water on and pulled out two china cups. She made loud noises as she fumbled with a sugar bowl and poured milk into a saucer. She was stalling, nervous about something. Perhaps she was practicing what she was going to say. It had to be something big. Nalia tried not to squirm.

      The woman asked Nalia how she took her tea and then hummed while pouring the water into a teapot. Even the tune was strained as if the woman used it to force normalcy in a tenuous situation.

      After she’d poured the tea into the cups, she handed one to Nalia. The cup clanged against the saucer. Nalia took it, not sure if she would keep it any steadier.

      “Yes, I knew your mother,” the woman said as she sat in a chair across from Nalia. “She was my younger sister.”

      Nalia stared at the woman. “You’re my—aunt?”

      The woman nodded, eyes gleaming as if holding back tears. “I am.” Her lip trembled. “I’m your Aunt Veronique. And I’m so sorry about everything.”

      Nalia’s hand trembled as she put down the tea cup on the side table. “Whoa. I need a moment.”

      She raised her hands and leaned back. Her mind raced as she sorted this revelation into some comprehensible form. This was her aunt, her mother’s sister. She’d known about Nalia. Why hadn’t Nalia ever met her?

      She struggled to tame her emotions. “Did you know about me back when I was born?”

      Her aunt’s expression turned doleful. “I did.”

      A wave of rage swelled in Nalia like a tsunami. She eyed the tea cup and pictured throwing it against the wall. She took a deep breath before she spoke. “And you didn’t do anything to help me? My mother was part of this coven and I was turned away.”

      “Please, dear. It’s not so clear-cut. There’s a reason why.”

      Nalia’s muscles tensed into tight coils. “What was it?”

      “It was for your safety. If some of the witches discovered what you really are, they might’ve taken action.”

      “What I really am? I’m part witch, isn’t that enough? Hardly anyone is full-blooded anymore. And there are humans who live here, as well.”

      “That’s not it. It’s what else you have in you.”

      “What else?”

      “You’re a hybrid.”

      Nalia suppressed an eye roll. “Yes, I know this. Witch and human. So what?”

      “That’s not the entire truth.”

      Goosebumps prickled along Nalia’s skin. A strange wariness came over her. Something about this conversation was about to turn even more unsettling.

      “What do you mean then?”

      “You have vampire blood.”

      A strangled gasp escaped her. “Vampire? No, you’re wrong.”

      So many emotions rushed through her. Why would her aunt say that? She squeezed her hands into fists so tight that her nails poked at her skin.

      “You see, your father was—” Her aunt took a deep breath. “Your father was a vampire.”

      Nalia dropped her forehead into her hand. It couldn’t be true. The ramifications would be truly horrific. Only few vampires could even conceive children, another detrimental side effect of the Rift. The child of a witch and a vampire—nothing less than an abomination.

      “I see how this has upset you,” her aunt said. “The danger with anyone knowing—that’s why we kept it a secret.”

      Nalia couldn’t respond. She swallowed the lump in her throat and squeezed tears away.

      You’re the child of a vampire, who sucked blood from humans.

      A wave of nausea rose in her. She counted to ten to tame the tumultuous emotions within.

      Yet, it explained a lot. Most recently was the urge to taste Vikas’s blood when they’d kissed. She had always thought the urge was from the Rift, since some witches had suffered that forbidden longing for blood. Yet, her desire for blood was more natural now, right? Not a cursed effect from the Rift, but part of her biological makeup.

      Seriously? How could you think anything about this is natural? You’re a genetic mutation—the freakish result of a forbidden relationship between a witch and vampire.

      What the hell was the real story with her parents? Any liaison between them would have been forbidden. Had he entranced her mother? Tricked her? Seduced her somehow?

      Nalia squirmed. The memory of her sensual reaction to Vikas rushed back.

      Had Nalia’s conception even been consensual for her mother? She gripped the armrests.

      The objects in the room appeared to swim around in her vision.

      “Did he—my father—did he rape her?”

      “No,” her aunt replied in a gentle tone. “Your mother cared a great deal for your father, despite the differences between their kinds. They loved each other.”

      Nalia feigned rubbing her eyes as she wiped away tears. “Is that why they were killed?”

      Her aunt’s lip trembled.

      “Yes.” Her voice came out just above a whisper. “Are you all right, dear?”

      Nalia blinked. This couldn’t be real. It had to be a horrific nightmare. Her parents were killed because of a forbidden pairing between witch and vampire.

      But, it made sense as to why the witches would have turned her away. Her vampire blood would not be tolerated. If anyone had discovered her true nature, they might’ve destroyed her—the result of an unholy alliance between enemies.

      “Are you all right?” Her aunt repeated.

      What could she even say? Grief for her parents cracked fissures through her heart. Questions rose. If she hadn’t known her father’s nature until now, what else didn’t she know?

      “Couldn’t somebody have done something for me? My parents were dead. I was left to die alone in the woods. Or is that not the truth as well? Couldn’t somebody have helped me? Like you.” She glared at her aunt.

      “I did what I thought what was best for you,” her aunt continued, trembling. “To keep you safe. You are my niece. My sister’s child. I couldn’t let you live here and risk anyone knowing what you truly are. I made sure you would be in good hands, raised by humans. Their senses are not as acute. They’d never pick up on how exactly you’re different.”

      Nalia let out an exasperated sigh. And how did her life turn out? Humans were the lowest rung in the division’s ladder. The ones who suffered the most.

      But, perhaps it was better than dead.

      She’d learned too much. All she wanted to do was run outside and scream at the injustice of it all.

      “I’ve got to go.” She jumped off the sofa. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

      “Nalia, please.” Her aunt stood. “I’m so sorry about my role, but please believe me when I say it was done in your best interest.”

      Nalia snorted. “That might take some time to accept. Especially considering it’s coming from a relative who never introduced herself until now. Never bothered to see if I was doing okay.”

      “I did. I watched over you often when you were young. I would have liked nothing more than to raise you here with me—but it was too dangerous. As you grew, I thought it was best that I stayed away. You might have questions. And the answers are—well, upsetting. There must be some way to make up for it now.”

      “After twenty-three years? What do you think—one sorry is going to make things better?”

      “No, of course not. I don’t blame you for how you feel.” She raised her hand and dropped it. “Let me do something to help make things easier.”

      Nalia gave her aunt a pointed look. Although it felt like she had been gutted with a fillet knife, leaving her insides exposed and vulnerable, she had to put her pain aside and remember why she even came to the witches to begin with. She owed it to her village—and especially to Hiran.

      “You can convince the coven to work with us to overthrow Marco,” she said.

      Her aunt’s shoulders sagged, giving her a smaller appearance. “I don’t have that kind of influence here.”

      “Well, thanks for”—Nalia grunted and looked around the room—“the tea.” Not that she’d even taken a sip. She hated the sarcasm in her voice, but couldn’t control it.

      “Before you go out on such a dangerous mission, the least I can do is teach you some ways to protect yourself. And others.”

      “Like what? I can’t stay here. I have to get back to the village.”

      “Can you stay for a few hours?”

      Nalia sighed. “The High Priestess is giving me some fertilizer to take back to the village. And she’s getting me a horse to help me carry it back. I have some time before it will be ready for me.”

      “All right.” Her aunt stood. “Well, most witches learn various protection spells and defensive magic as they grow. But since my time with you is limited, I feel compelled to teach you ones that are the quickest and easiest to learn—and most beneficial in situations you may face.”

      Nalia exhaled. She didn’t want to linger in the coven any longer than she had to. It had stirred an emotional upheaval in her head. But trekking back through the forest later alone, without Vikas to protect her, wasn’t something she was looking forward to either. Especially if the vampire who’d killed Hiran was still out there.

      She had to wait for the fertilizer anyway, so she asked, “Like what, exactly?”

      “Let me get some materials to help us.”

      Her aunt went to the altar and returned with a tray covered with salt, herbs, and other objects.

      “Before I can teach you anything, you must commit yourself to the practice of witchcraft only for good.”

      Nalia raised an eyebrow.

      Her aunt put down the tray. “That you will harm none—except in the case of protection.”

      Nalia crossed her arms. “You are asking an agreement from someone who’s been spurned by a witch. Don’t you think that’s a bit much?”

      Her aunt gave her a sympathetic look. “I know. Just know I only want to help you. Protect you the only way I can. It’s the least I owe to your mother.”

      Nalia dropped her arms to her side. “Fine.”

      Her aunt grabbed a broom propped against the near wall. “I’m going to sweep the negative energy from this room before I cast a circle. While I do so, I want you to take deep, cleansing breaths. On each exhale, push negative thoughts away from you.”

      Nalia watched her aunt inhale as she swept and followed the rhythm.

      After her aunt put the broom aside, she picked up the salt container off the tray and spread it into a circle, save for a gap of about eight inches. What for? She knew so little about the coven’s rituals, something she would have practiced had she grown up there. Negative thoughts swept in—exactly what her aunt had told her to push away.

      Nalia closed her eyes and breathed in and out, searching for something that would help relax her. Thoughts of Vikas’s cabin took shape, nestled in that peaceful nook of nature with the sounds of the forest lulling her troubles away. Her thoughts wandered, mostly to anxious concerns about what lay ahead, but whenever they did, she reined them in with that image.

      When she opened her eyes, her aunt stood inside the circle watching her.

      Nalia shuffled from one foot to the other. “What?”

      “Nothing, dear. Just letting you do what needs to be done.”

      Nalia took a deep breath. “Are we ready to start?”

      “Yes.” Her aunt motioned for Nalia to come to the unfinished circle. “Enter through here.” She pointed to the gap below.

      Nalia stepped into it. It was strange to follow such an odd practice, but she had to have an open mind if she wanted this to work properly.

      Her aunt sealed the circle with more salt. Then, she put it back on the tray and picked up a bundle of dried herbs.

      “This is sage,” she said. “We use it to purify the circle.”

      She chanted another phrase in what sounded like Latin, but that Nalia could never even hope to remember. The tips of the herbs burned with a tiny flame. How had her aunt managed that without a match? It had to be witch magic. Her aunt spread the sage and a wisp of smoke trailed behind it like a tail. The fragrance of the burning herb filled the air.

      “Magic is something that’s developed over years,” she continued, “but there are some basic spells that I think will help you.”

      Her aunt spread her arms and closed her eyes. She waved her hands and continued chanting.

      When she opened her eyes, Nalia asked, “What did you do?”

      “That was a basic protection spell. Witches put them on their loved ones.”

      “Does it work?”

      “Nothing is fool-proof, but love is the most powerful of magic. Remember that, especially in times of stress.”

      Nalia stiffened. “But you don’t know me, so there’s no way you can love me.”

      “Nalia, it’s not as simple as that. What happened—well, it’s complicated.”

      Nalia crossed her arms. “It doesn’t seem so to me.”

      “I know I’ve been a terrible aunt, and that fills me with regret. Maybe I should have done things differently—I don’t know. My sister was killed. By keeping you from the coven, I thought I was protecting you.” Her eyes shined with tears. “Will you please be receptive to magic so you’re not going to the vampires so exposed?”

      So many mixed emotions tumbled through Nalia. Maybe what her aunt said was true, but it didn’t sweep away the years of questioning and feeling rejected. But allowing these feelings to overwhelm her and react wouldn’t help anything. She uncrossed her arms and exhaled. “Okay.”

      When her aunt picked up the sage and spread it around Nalia’s torso, her wariness returned.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m trying to get a better sense of you. Read your aura. It’s best to work with your strengths, especially with such a short learning period.” After a moment, she added, “Ah, a fiery orange. Like those of sunsets long ago.” Her voice had a wistful edge. “Your element is fire. Like your mother. She was quite talented with any fire spell.”

      A melancholic note echoed through Nalia the way it often did whenever she thought of what she’d missed out on without having her mother. She pushed it aside and glanced around her body. She didn’t see the orange or any sign of an aura like her aunt did.

      Her aunt’s brows furrowed. “Wait, you also have a purple tone on the edges.” She squinted, as if trying to see more. “I haven’t seen that combination before.”

      Great. Another indication that I’m not normal. Everything about her existence was unreal.

      Trying to keep her voice level, she asked her aunt, “What do you think it means?”
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      Nalia

      

      Nalia’s aunt stared at her with awe. “Hmm. Purple is rare. It signifies one capable of powerful magic. Only the most gifted witches have it, such as the High Priestess.”

      After all this time believing she wasn’t a talented enough witch, it was hard to believe what her aunt said was true. She clucked her tongue, not knowing how to reply.

      Her aunt smiled. “No need to worry. It’s a positive thing.” She clapped her hands together. “All right, let’s start with the basics. Since your element is fire, we’ll work with that. Teach you some defensive spells. Are you open to that?”

      Nalia shrugged. “Better than heading out unprotected, I suppose.”

      “Right.” Her aunt put out her arm and clenched her hand. “Start by making a loose fist. Gather energy into it.”

      “How?”

      “Just think. Close your eyes and focus on it.”

      Nalia tried. A wave of self-consciousness spread through her. After several moments, she said, “It’s not doing anything.”

      “Don’t get frustrated, dear. This is all new to you, and it takes practice. I sense how powerful you are. That you can draw energy from those around you. Use that ability to channel your focus.”

      Nalia shook her head, biting back the sting of tears. With all the emotional strain over the past few days, she’d lowered her restraint on that psychic pull. “I’ve been fighting that my entire life. Nobody wants to be around someone who drains them.”

      She remembered a blonde girl in particular who pointed at Nalia when they were eight, and shouted, “Stop it! You’re not normal. Stay away from me.”

      “Don’t fight it, dear. Many witches need the energy of others. And we all need others in some way. Some to feel loved, others to feel appreciated, and so on... Perhaps you’ve had reasons to suppress your abilities, but in times when you want to work with magic, it’s a great boon.”

      Nalia bit her lip, saying nothing.

      “Remember to draw on your strengths when you need it most.”

      After swallowing the reluctance to tap into her freakish side, Nalia nodded. “So, how do you control it?”

      “You need to consider energy as the source of your magic. You are either bringing it into yourself, by taking it from another person, for instance, or projecting it out.”

      “How do you do either?”

      Her aunt tilted her head. “I think you already know the first part. I can feel the pull you have on me. Have done so since I first met you.”

      “It’s not intentional,” Nalia said in her defense.

      “I’m not accusing you of anything,” her aunt said in a pacifying tone. “What I’m saying is that you are likely already in touch with that ability. When witches draw on the psychic energy of others, it energizes them, revitalizes them. Whether you are aware of it or not, I sense that aspect of your nature is strong. If you’re taking it from another, whether conscious or not, you’ll transfer some of their energy to you.”

      Nalia turned away, reddening with guilt.

      Her aunt gave her a sympathetic look. “Don’t be ashamed of your abilities, dear. It’s part of your nature. It’s what gives you strength.”

      “But I’m taking something from someone else—against their will.”

      With a nod, her aunt said, “Then you need to learn how to only take it from those willing to share their psychic energy with you.”

      “And how do I manage that?”

      “You already have it under control for the most part. Otherwise, you would be draining all you meet. As with any magic, it’s best to have a clear mind to start. Take long, slow, deep breaths. Try to clear your mind. It’s much easier to control a mind that’s calm, than one fettered with a jumble of racing thoughts.”

      Nalia inhaled deeply and exhaled.

      “Now, the quickest way to deter an attack is by counteracting. You can gather energy and project it with a blast. Another more focused method is with a fire ball.”

      Nalia’s eyes widened. “That sounds intense. Do you actually mean throwing a ball of fire?”

      “Indeed.” Her aunt’s eyes sparkled before turning serious. “This isn’t something you’d do casually. With magic comes tremendous responsibility.”

      Nalia nodded. “It isn’t something I’d take for granted.”

      “Right. You must consider your surroundings. For instance, you don’t want to hurl a ball of flames in the woods. You could torch a tree. The fire could spread, causing immense destruction.”

      “That makes sense,” Nalia said. She had no desire to follow a recipe to burn down the forest.

      She closed her eyes and inhaled and then breathed out. The breathing part was easy, but clearing her mind, not so much. It was rarely calm. A thousand thoughts always seemed to shoot through it.

      “Keep going, just like that,” her aunt said. “Focus on the breath, not your mind. Follow the breath as it enters your body and fills your lungs.” She inhaled and held the breath, and then exhaled. “And then, as it goes out.”

      Nalia followed the instructions.

      “Good, good. Now I want you to try to gather that energy within. Hold it in a space deep inside you. Then push it through your body, projecting it out from your fingertips.” Her aunt stepped before her. “Now I’m going to project energy at you to demonstrate.”

      “What?” Nalia stammered. “Why?”

      “It won’t hurt you. Just enough so you can feel it.”

      Nalia took a deep breath before replying, “Okay.”

      She planted her feet on the ground, bracing herself for a blast.

      Her aunt pushed her hand out, palm-facing Nalia. An invisible force hit her torso. She stumbled back a few steps.

      “Whoa,” she said. “I can see how that could knock someone off balance, especially if they weren’t expecting it.”

      “Think what you can do now, at a much greater magnitude, as well.” Her aunt spread her feet shoulder-distance. “Now, try it on me.”

      Nalia focused on the energy within her body. It was something she’d always been aware of, especially after spending time with others. Gathering it wasn’t difficult, but projecting it was new. It took over a dozen attempts before she felt anything leave her body and twice as many before her aunt felt it, taking two steps back.

      “It’s the same with a fire ball,” her aunt said, “but you need to pinpoint the energy into that compact space.”

      She demonstrated with a flick of her wrist. Fire in the size of a golf ball hovered in the space before her. With a wave of her hand, the flames went out.

      “Holy crap, I’m going to learn how to do that?”

      “You already know. It’s the same concept to generate the magic. The only difference is the outcome. Energy is the source of magic. Picture it coming out as a small ball of fire at the tips of your fingers. Don’t throw it, though. Not here.” Her aunt smiled. “I’d like to not burn my house down in the process. We’d usually practice this outside, but I don’t want witnesses.”

      Talk about pressure. Nalia didn’t want to burn her aunt’s house down, either.

      She envisioned fire, and a fiery sensation traveled from her chest, up her arm, and out her fingers. It came out in tiny sparks with wisps of smoke. Exciting, yet disappointing.

      “Good,” her aunt exclaimed. “You’re on the right track. Keep practicing and you’ll get there.”

      After several more minutes, Nalia pinpointed her energy into a tiny flame that burst from the open space in her hands.

      Her heart raced as she stared at the fire. “Oh, my goodness, I did it!”

      “You did, and on your first day, too.” Her aunt smiled proudly. “With your vampire blood, Nalia, you will be a powerful witch.”

      Pride swelled in Nalia’s chest. It was soon deflated by the downside of her mixed heritage. Since witches and vampires were sworn enemies, some may want to destroy her if they found out her background. Back in her village, the Guardians had trained her in self-defense using knives and swords. But one day soon, she may have to defend herself against certain witches or vampires, so she needed to learn magical defense now, too.

      Nalia spent the next forty-five minutes working on the defensive spells in her aunt’s house while her aunt guided her. Eventually, she could project a fire ball the size of a grapefruit.

      “You’ve got it,” her aunt exclaimed with a clasp of her hands.

      Nalia dropped onto the sofa. Projecting all that energy was exhausting. “Why do you call them defensive spells? You could use them offensively.”

      “A true witch never exploits magic for selfish reasons. That’s why these are taught as defensive measures.” Her aunt sat across from her. “One thing to remember is that it’s easy to practice working on spells like this here in a controlled environment, but when the time comes when you might need to use them, it will likely not be the case. It might be chaotic. You may be confused by many conflicting emotions.” She raised her finger and noted, “It’s easier to make a mistake.”

      That made sense. “Is there anything we can do to avoid doing so?”

      “Clear your mind as best as you can. Try to step away from the intensity of the situation. See it detached, as an outsider. It will help you narrow in on what you need to do.” With a grave expression, she added, “If there ever comes a time for this, don’t hold back. You can project much more than you practiced here today. You have much untapped potential and I think you’re capable of doing great things.”

      

      After she and her aunt spent several more hours going over rudimentary protection spells, Nalia left her aunt’s home and headed for the stables. The horse and fertilizer should be ready soon. She hadn’t convinced the witches to join in an alliance against the vampires, but at least she had more options than when she’d arrived at the coven.

      As she passed by a cluster of cottages, talking caught her attention.

      “Did you hear?” She heard a man’s voice say, “We found a vampire spying on us earlier.”

      She ducked to the side of a cottage so she could listen unnoticed.

      “How did you find out?” another man asked.

      She peeked out to get a glance of them. They stood in front of one of the larger structures in the village, at least twice the size of her aunt’s cottage.

      The first man pointed. “We caught him there across the valley, spying on us from the trees in the forests.”

      The other man barked out a laugh. “That little birdie isn’t flying away anytime soon.”

      Her heart pounded. They had to be talking about Vikas. Where was he?

      “A vampire and a spy. Can’t tolerate either. What are we going to do with him?”

      Was that the truth? Was Vikas here spying? Her heart sank into a pit in her stomach. Did he have an underlying motive by escorting here?

      “We don’t get to decide that, unfortunately. But I doubt he will leave here alive,” the first man said.

      “A vampire is already dead,” the other replied. “Nothing more than an animated corpse.”

      Nalia’s pulse spiked. Vikas was here locked up. What the hell should she do? She couldn’t leave him, could she?

      

      Her mind raced with options. One part said good! A vampire messing with her head wasn’t her problem anymore. She had enough going on; she didn’t need the distraction. Plus, vampires were the reason the villagers were suffering. Why would any witch or human care about the undead who had made their lives hell? If he’d been spying on the witches—under the guise of helping her—well, then, he could rot wherever he was.

      The other part… She sighed. It wasn’t that easy to dismiss Vikas. After all she’d learned about him during the time they’d spent together, could she believe he’d been that deceptive? He’d been considerate, when he didn’t need to be. He’d offered her food and shelter, and protection. Sure, the arrangement benefited him, as well, but he had shown her kindness.

      And he’d listened to her reservations about going to the witches. She didn’t admit those feelings to anyone, but telling him had made her feel better. He’d said comforting words, ones she’d never thought of. Their loss, he’d said. Whether it was true or not, it warmed her, infusing her with courage to continue despite her inner torment.

      Could she walk away and leave Vikas locked up here, where he’d likely be killed?

      No. She couldn’t do it. It wasn’t right. Her journey back to her village had to wait a little longer.

      She had to free Vikas. But how?

      She gritted her teeth and stuck to the backsides of cottages as she returned to her aunt’s house. This long-lost relative owed her a favor, quite a big one after more than twenty years.

      Time to find out if blood was truly thicker than water.
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      Vikas

      

      The sound of scuffling at the door made Vikas glance up. He expected it to be the guards, or some other witch to tell him how he was going to pay.

      But it was Nalia. He must have been hallucinating. He blinked, but the vision of her was there. She removed the bolt and opened the door.

      “Nalia?” He blinked. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      She put her hands on her hips and huffed. “Lovely to see you’re doing fine, as well.”

      “I’m just…surprised. That’s all.”

      “Ta da!”

      “You still haven’t answered my question. Why are you here?”

      “Do I need to spell it out for you? I came to rescue you, you idiot.” She gave him a half-smile.

      He gaped at her.

      “But…” What was he trying to say? He should shut up and get on with it, and not be foolish enough to question an opportunity to escape. “They’re not going to let me out of here. The guards—”

      “I know someone who let me in.”

      “They’ll catch you, too.”

      “No. She’s distracted them. Will you hurry up?”

      He stepped out from the confines of the locked room, breathing in the freedom he had feared he might never have again. “Who helped you?”

      “Jeez, you ask a lot of questions. Sounds like someone else we might know.” She smirked. “Let’s move.”

      He followed her down an empty hall toward a door leading outside. A window was to the right of it. He grabbed her wrist. “Hold on.”

      He peeked outside.

      The guards weren’t in front of the building, which was a good sign. However, they could be anywhere—with their spears.

      “Where are the guards?” he asked.

      “Distracted,” she said as she pulled him along.  “Come. We don’t have much time.”

      He still didn’t know what was going on, nor why she’d returned to rescue him, but she was right. If he had a chance, this was it.

      “All right, let’s go.” He followed her out the front entrance.

      The guards stood there with their backs toward him. They were talking to a woman several hundred feet away. She glanced over her shoulder at him.

      “Fuck.” He pulled Nalia back inside the building. “A woman spotted us. She’s with the guards.”

      Nalia gave him an exasperated look and pulled her arm free. “She’s our cover.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me, now let’s not blow our chance.” She pointed out the window to a thatched-covered, one-level structure several hundred feet away. “We’re headed to the stables there.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s a horse waiting for us.”

      Vikas wanted to grab her and bolt from the coven’s territory, not stick around to deal with a horse, even if it would help them escape. “Forget the horse. Hold on to me. I’ll get us out of here.”

      “No, Vikas. I need it.” She pulled back from him. “There’s a sack of fertilizer I must bring to my village.”

      He couldn’t deny her that. She took his hand and led him outside. They sprinted in between several round-topped huts over to the stables.

      Although he couldn’t shake the feeling they were being chased, he didn’t dare glance back to see if they were spotted. The last thing he needed were two armed witches poking at him for soft spots with their silver-tipped spears.

      She ran fast, but he could run more quickly. He couldn’t stay at her pace. It was too risky.

      He scooped Nalia in his arms, and she gasped. Then he darted the remaining distance with vampire speed. She stared at him with eyes wide, but didn’t protest.

      When they reached the back of the stables, he put her down.

      “A little warning next time,” she muttered. She stuck to the shadows outside the stable before slipping inside.

      Over a dozen horses were in the stalls. She paraded before them, and then stopped in front of a sable mare with the saddle ready and burlap sacks attached to it.

      “This one,” she said, as she untied the mare, grabbed the reins, and led it out the stall.

      He helped her climb on and followed, sitting behind her.

      A stable boy entered from the front doors directly ahead of them.

      “What are you doing?” he asked. His eyes fixed on Vikas and widened.

      Surely, the stable boy figured out a vampire had trespassed here. Vikas exchanged a quick glance with Nalia and both faced the boy again.

      “Thanks!” She directed the horse out of the back entry of the stable.

      No longer concealed, they had to run for it. She guided the mare to a gallop across the valley. The sound of pounding hooves might give them away.

      Vikas glanced back to see if the guards had been keyed to their departure, but didn’t spot them.  The woman must have lured them elsewhere so Nalia and Vikas could escape.

      The stable boy jogged toward them. He shouted, “Wait. Stop.” He threw rocks at them. “Vampire!”

      Nalia turned her head to look back.

      “Don’t stop,” Vikas said.

      Nalia continued to race the mare back to the forest. Branches hung low ahead. She didn’t slow down.

      “Duck!”

      He did. When he glanced back to the coven, the stable boy had given up chasing them. He jogged deeper into the village, surely to alert someone of their departure.

      Only once they were concealed deep in the cover of the foliage, did Nalia slow their pace.  She leaned forward over the horse’s neck, panting.

      Vikas yearned to urge the horse back to a full gallop so they could increase the distance from the coven. The guards might be looking for them by now. The stable boy must have informed them of their departure.

      No sense in waiting for the witches to start a search party.

      He grunted. More like a witch hunt. Only the witches would be the hunters, not the prey.

      Yet, he had to let the horse recover—and Nalia.

      Only after a few minutes of traversing back through the calming nature of the forests, slipping deeper under the camouflage of the oaks and pines, did his anxiety lessen.

      “What the hell just happened back there?” he asked.

      “Oh, not much,” she said in a sardonic tone. “I met my long-lost aunt.”

      “That must have been…odd.” How else could he put it? Meeting a relative for the first time was hardly an everyday occasion. Especially by a family who’d turned her away.

      “You could say that.” Her voice caught, as if wrestling with some strong emotions.

      “Was she the woman with the guards?”

      “Indeed. She distracted them so we could get to the horse.”

      “What did you find out from her?”

      “She told me…She said…” Nalia took a deep breath before continuing. “She said my father was a vampire. And that’s why I was turned away. Supposedly, it was for my safety.”

      Holy shit. She was a hybrid of both witch and vampire. It was dangerous to be the result of a mating.

      “Shit, Nalia. I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry.”

      “I might as well have a giant bullseye on my forehead.”

      He hesitated. “Nobody has to know.”

      She shook her head. “It’s stupid of me to even admit it to you. I just…had to tell someone. And you’ve been here for me.”

      “And I will continue to be.”

      “Are you saying you’ll keep my secret?”

      “I have no reason to do otherwise. Plus, you just helped me escape.”

      She appeared so vulnerable, he just wanted to pull her back into his arms. As the adrenaline from their escape mission faded, he grew aware of the closeness of their bodies. It was unnerving. Her fragrance scented the air.

      “We can rest at my place for the night,” he said, “and then continue to your village tomorrow.”

      With a glance back, she gave him a look of pure appreciation.

      Damn, he didn’t know what to say. That look leveled him. He swallowed.

      Heat simmered between them. The horse’s movements jostled their bodies together making the friction too difficult to ignore.

      Her scent was unique, one he couldn’t identify, but perhaps because she was a mix of three species. A difficult fate for anyone to survive in this division.

      She focused ahead and sighed. “No one can know I have vampire blood.”

      True. Someone might want to hurt her. The hatred between witch and vampire was too deep, and extremists might believe a hybrid had to be eradicated.

      He wouldn’t let them.

      Oh fuck, now what was he getting himself into? He couldn’t keep getting wrapped up in her cause. He had enough bullshit to deal with. The funny thing about Nalia was how he acted in ways that might not be in his best interest. He could have screwed her over from day one, taken her blood and then left. But he fell deeper into her problems—and in a way, a little deeper with his feelings for her, as well.

      Get your head straight. She’s thinking about her mission, and you should be, too. You helped her, she helped you, and soon that will be the end of it.

      He straightened. “Did you get what you wanted?”

      Her muscles tensed. “Sort of.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Somewhat. The fertilizer will help us grow crops.” She pointed to a tiny sack attached to the saddle.

      It appeared barely sufficient to cover a small personal garden.

      “That isn’t much,” he said.

      “I need to use a spell with it. A little will go a long way.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s good,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      Something was off in her tone. “I sense you’re holding something back.”

      “They turned me away on my second request.”

      “I didn’t know you had another one. What was it?”

      “We wanted their help to overthrow Marco’s regime.”

      Vikas’s mouth dropped open. “Are you mad? That’s suicidal.”

      “That’s what I hear.”

      Her sarcastic tone returned, one he recognized as a defensive measure.

      “Why would you even attempt such a hopeless cause?”

      “Because the way we’re living isn’t a life. It’s a scramble for existence. The vampires are starving us—and exploiting us. Forcing us to feed them. Agreements that benefit both human and vampire are dwindling. Now they seem to take what they want from whomever they want.”

      This was true, but what she was proposing would lead to a sure defeat. “There’s got to be another way.”

      “Right. We were hoping the witches would help us. That was one of the reasons I went there. Now that they’ve turned us away, we’re even more desperate.” She glanced over her shoulder and gave him an earnest stare. “I came up with another possibility. Will you help us?”

      His eyes widened. She couldn’t be serious. “You want me—a vampire—to take on a mission that’s destined for failure fighting against other vampires?”

      She faced forward on the horse. “Well, if you put it that way…yes.”

      “You’re mad, Nalia. It would never work.”

      “Think about it, okay? Surely you know other vampires who could help.”

      “I can’t believe this. It’s like you run from one dangerous mission to the next. Like you have a death wish.”

      “I didn’t exactly choose to go on this journey. But now that I’m on it, I have to do what I can to help my people.”

      He shook his head. “Let’s go back to my cabin. You can sleep on it and maybe come to your senses before you move on.”

      She exhaled with a long sigh. “That’s a good idea. It’s been a long day. I’m exhausted. I could use the rest before returning home.”

      They rode in silence and his attention was called once again to the press of her rear against him.

      “There’s one more thing I should tell you,” she said. “The reason Marco has grown so powerful is that he’s stolen Shiva’s trident.”

      Vikas gaped at her. “Holy fuck.”

      Stealing from a god was an incomprehensible offense. Only the vilest would dare to do so.

      Like a Berkano.

      How would it even be possible? Lord Shiva was believed to live at the top of Mount Kailash. Surely, he wouldn’t leave his weapons unguarded, right?

      “He’s used it to control Shiva’s shield over the city. That’s why it never brightens beyond twilight—it’s beneficial to vampires, but nobody else.”

      Picturing Marco wielding that powerful weapon filled Vikas with a sense of impending dread.

      But, this wasn’t Vikas’s mission. He was done. When he’d left Shivanali Temple, all he had wanted was to return to a peaceful existence in his cabin, away from the suffering and corruption in the city.

      He eyed the tranquility of the forest ahead—his refuge, though he doubted he would ever be able to escape from the horrors in Charmukh for long. “I need to think about this.”

      “What are you thinking so far?”

      He gave her a grave look. “That we’re screwed.”

      

      Nalia

      She steered the horse along the forest paths, giving her legs a rest for a bit longer. But, she wouldn’t force the horse to sustain their combined weight for long.

      How many miles had Nalia already traversed on foot? The journey had been long and exhausting. And, once she returned to her village, who knew when she would be sent off again? The attack on the vampires would likely be imminent as they’d been preparing for it a long time. Her father had drawn up plans to attack with and without the coven’s help. Unfortunately, it appeared to be the latter since she hadn’t been successful in recruiting them. Going against the vampires alone was a last-ditch effort. No one would take it on unless they were foolhardy.

      Or desperate. Which was the case with the villagers.

      Vikas was right. The situation was bleak, especially for humans.

      Knowing she was even less-human and worse, part vampire, still poked at her psyche like a damn sewing pin—insistent and continuous—needling the point into her that she was different.

      She was surprised that she’d revealed what she’d discovered to Vikas. It was dangerous to admit in Charmukh. But the whole encounter with the witches and with her aunt, in particular, had been so emotional. She had to tell someone about it. She’d taken the chance with putting her trust in Vikas. It seemed natural to confide in him. And after all, as a vampire, that component of her makeup wouldn’t repulse him. Her witch side should have, however, and yet, it hadn’t seemed to bother him, either.

      That didn’t mean she could let down her guard, though. It wasn’t safe to do so with anyone in the division. Despair could lead a person to make poor, self-serving decision.

      Nalia glanced over her shoulder. No witches appeared to be tracking them. At least her aunt had helped her free Vikas. Not that she’d agreed at first. Nalia had played the guilt card. She’d had to if she had wanted any chance of saving Vikas.

      A sprinkle of red through the green caught her eye. “Stop. Wild strawberries.”

      No way would she pass up fresh fruit. Soon after, they found fig trees. She bit into the savory flesh and moaned.

      Further along, he spotted chestnuts and they picked those, too. “We can roast these later.”

      Whatever spell the witches used to help grow crops seemed to cast a far net. As they ventured deeper into the woods, the bounty diminished.

      One challenge on this return journey was a single horse to share, which meant Vikas was snuggled against her, as close as if they were lovers. With the heat of his body warming her, she’d been too aware of him. She struggled not to squirm in the saddle, drawing herself ever closer. His arms were wrapped around her waist as he held the reins with her. How she longed for his fingers to roam over her body.

      It was ridiculous, but his presence was difficult to ignore—as well as was her response to him. They’d been forced into such intimate arrangements in the short time since they’d met and gods, how she wanted to lean back against his chest, tilt her head back, and kiss him again like the time they’d shared earlier.

      Focus. It’s been a long, difficult journey. You’ve heard too much today. You’re tired—and confused. You don’t really want him. It’s a way of seeking comfort in your wrought state.

      Nice excuses from her brain. Too bad her body told her that was all bullshit.

      His scent was so appealing. Interesting, her sense of smell seemed even more acute than earlier. Or, maybe she was imagining it after having discovered her vampire side.

      It also explained the thirst to taste him, as insane as that thought was. She was raised a human and yet that part of her that wanted blood had grown in recent months. As if the more she’d stifled her craving for human energy, the more dominant that thirst for blood had grown.

      After a few miles, Vikas stopped the horse. “I’ll walk. To lighten her load.”

      He climbed down and they resumed the journey to his cabin. Although she was relieved of the sensual torment of having their bodies so enticingly close, a part of her missed their connection. The forest air seemed cooler without that tension burning between them.

      She didn’t say anything as they continued down the trail. Several hours later, the outline of his home appeared through the sway of foliage ahead.

      Nalia exhaled. “I never thought I’d be so excited to see a vampire’s home before.” It marked the end of another leg of her journey. “I can’t wait to go inside and rest.”

      As the horse slowed, she dropped to the ground.

      “Go on in.” He took the reins. “I’ll tend to the horse.”

      She entered the familiar cabin and her gaze flickered to the bed. That encouraged the erotic images to return. To distract herself, she headed to the bookshelves. He had books on every topic—history, science, military engagements, and novels.

      When he came in, he closed the door and strode over to her. He stroked her arm from the shoulders down. His gentle touch sent a tremor of awareness over her skin.

      When she glanced into his eyes, his concern warmed her once again. Strange how he could make her feel so cared for. Although he was a species she claimed to hate, none of the humans she’d lived with ever made her feel this way.

      It was as if he was designed to implant doubt into all her preconceived thoughts about what vampires were like. And now that she knew her father was one, and her mother had chosen to be with him…

      No, it was too much to process after a difficult journey. The wounds were still too raw. She didn’t want to think anymore.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She wrapped one arm around the back of his neck and dropped her gaze to his lips. “I will be once you kiss me again.”

      His mouth opened, as if he was about to speak. Then he lowered his head, and she reached up to meet his lips. The kiss started slow, but built with passion that set off a wild, blistering need. It lacked any tentative exploration, commanding instead with its roughness and possession. He ravaged her mouth with frantic demand that echoed her own, as if set to claim her.

      He broke away from the kiss.

      “Being so close to you, scenting your sweet blood has driven me half-mad with longing.” He buried his face in her neck, covering it with hot kisses. “Can I taste you again?

      She let out a soft sigh. “Yes,” she murmured. “On one condition.”

      “What?”

      “You let me taste your blood, as well.”

      He pulled his face from her neck, pupils dark as the twilight skies and feral. “Are you sure you want that?”

      The hungry glint in his eyes shocked her into what she was asking—to drink blood. Vampire blood. Had she actually asked him aloud for what she had never even wanted to openly acknowledge that she craved?

      She clasped her hand over her mouth, stepping back from him and turning away.

      He stroked her hair. “Don’t let what you found out about your history today convince you to do something you don’t want.”

      The slight lisp to his words meant his fangs must have come out.

      “I’ve wanted to taste blood for a long time,” she admitted. “And more so since I’ve met you. I want to taste it from you.”

      She took a deep breath and straightened. She couldn’t succumb to her vampire blood. She wrestled to control that horrid craving. “No, forget I asked that. That’s unnatural. I don’t even have fangs. It makes no sense.”

      When she faced him, she caught his stare, smoldering with heat.

      “What do you want, Nalia? Whatever you need, I’ll give you.”

      She searched his eyes and lost herself in the desire that reflected her own.

      After she swallowed, she declared, “I want you.” She tilted her head.

      “Drink from me. And take me to bed.”

      Her invitation was too tempting. It was all he could do not to let his beast take over.

      A vein in her neck pulsed, beckoning him. One more taste…
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      Vikas

      

      During that ride back to his cabin, all he could think of was Nalia’s nectar flowing down his throat and through his body while he buried himself inside her, finding an unparalleled nirvana. One drink of her blood would never quench his thirst. It would haunt him for the rest of his immortal existence.

      Kissing her lips wasn’t enough. He needed more of her. He yearned to explore every inch of her, taste her. The desire for her had grown stronger with each hour they’d spent together. It now pumped through him with an increasing, driving, pounding rhythm that pushed all other thoughts away. The yearning pulsed through him.

      He ran his lips along her jawline, tracing her throat with the tips of his fangs. She was a rare being, a hybrid. It helped explain things, like her unique scent or her strength, but not his overpowering attraction to her. How she’d tasted and how she’d felt had tormented him when he’d been locked up by the witches. Once he found that decadent, pulsing vein, he opened his jaw and pierced her throat.

      As her sweet blood flowed over his tongue, he closed his eyes. Her flavor had haunted him, and now that there was a relief to his torment, he savored her unique essence.  Her honey tasted of light—long-lost sunlight, something he’d never forgotten from his human days. The daily glow of twilight teased him with a glimpse of that bright orb that blessed the earth with life.

      She also tasted of hope. That was strange. He’d never associated the taste of someone’s blood with such an emotion, but it spoke clearly to him in the moment. Although her circumstances were grim and her intention to fight Marco was suicidal, her taste almost made him see why. It flooded him with a more optimistic outlook. Her belief in a brighter outcome drove her on this mad mission no matter the cost. By joining with her and taking her essence, Vikas had a glimpse of that future, one which a disillusioned vampire hadn’t experienced in far too many decades.

      Her blood coursed through his system, alighting every cell to life. It heated him from within, inflaming his desire for her, making him half-drunk with lust. He could feast on her until he’d drained her of every precious drop. Her taste was too exquisite for him to pull away sated.

      But, it was far too dangerous for her if he took too much of her blood. He cursed those greedy vampires who drained humans, killing them, when it wasn’t necessary.

      But drinking Nalia’s blood was nothing like that. He didn’t drink with that desperate need for sustenance—it was something else—something indescribable, like he needed her in some deeper way that his subconscious understood, but remained incomprehensible to him.

      Was it her unique blood? Or something more?

      Soft moans escaped her as he drank, the most seductive sounds he’d ever heard. He ran his hand over her sides, capturing her curves. As he drank, he groaned in this mind-blowing ecstasy.

      Emotions ramped up as he took his fill. Desire welled to a level leaving him struggling for control. He could lose himself in this woman. And that terrified him.

      He pulled himself away from her neck before it became too dangerous for her. The need to push himself deep inside her pounded through his every vein. Her eyes were half lidded and dark with desire.

      He breathed in her scent and a sense of calm flowed through him. Something about her had that effect. Like a soothing glass of fine wine that would take off the edge. She both incited his beast’s desire to take her, and tamed it to find self-control.

      She was an enigma, one he longed to discover all the mysteries of.

      “Why are you sniffing me?” she asked.

      “Your scent, it calms me.”

      Her eyelids fluttered. “This isn’t a time I want you to be calm.”

      He moved his lips close to hers. “How do you feel?”

      She pressed her breasts against his chest and stared up at him through those hooded eyes. “Frantic. Desperate with need. I want you, Vikas. Don’t make me wait.”

      He crushed his mouth on hers. Then he lifted her, carrying her to his bed. He lowered himself over her, the way he’d longed to do the last time she was in his place. This time he wouldn’t hold back.

      With the way she attempted to tear off his clothes, she appeared to be on board with the plan. He aided in removing them. Those few seconds where their bodies had separated left him delirious with eagerness to touch her again. He lowered himself back on top of her, pressing his naked chest against her breasts and captured her mouth in a passionate kiss.

      She ran her fingers down his back with a light touch. Heat traveled along his skin, licking him like tendrils of fire. She ignited his desire, reminding him of days in his youth. Back when he lived with joy and happiness, a time long forgotten.

      He was in trouble. She was reawakening a part of him long buried. And he was powerless to stop it.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured.

      He pressed his erection against her, in agony to relieve the strain. An urge to tear off all her clothes and sink deep inside her combated with the need to slow things down and savor every inch.

      “Yes, Vikas. More.”

      He cupped her breast and ran his thumb over her nipple. It hardened into a tight pebble. She arched up against him. The satisfaction that coursed through him on how he elicited such a sensual response from her surprised him. Funny, but it made him happy.

      Her clothes separated them, keeping him from touching her soft, warm skin. He removed her tunic and camisole. With her breasts exposed, she squirmed as she glanced at him, and her eyes conveyed her vulnerability. That look did something to him. Like it cracked something open, inside his cold dead chest. She had found a way to work herself in there somehow, reaching him where no one else could.

      He’d bedded women since his wife had died, but he hadn’t allowed himself to have gotten close to any. With Nalia, he was losing that battle. One part of him warned him of the pain he’d experienced in the past. Pain so intense he wouldn’t have survived it if he’d still been human. Only he’d been damned—damned to live—and damned to remember.

      No, you’re just drunk with her blood. It’s doing strange things to you. Making you obsessed.

      True, that was the effect she had on him. But he couldn’t stop the response that flooded through him.

      “Everything all right, Vikas?” Her lips were parted as she looked up at him, searching with eager eyes.

      He didn’t care about anything else at the moment but being with her. They only had this one night together before she returned to her people. And he didn’t want to lose a second.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he replied. “And I want to look at you.”

      He caressed her cheek and then kissed her. He trailed his fingers down her neck, lingering over that sweet vein he’d just tasted, before continuing over to her beautiful breasts. The flesh was as soft as he’d imagined, like the finest silks in the temples, or the new flower petals that grew after the spring rains.

      His mouth followed the trail he’d traced with his fingers, and he captured a pert nipple in it. She caught her breath, seeming to freeze. As he suckled, she relaxed beneath him. She ran her fingers through his hair and let out soft moans as she arched her body, inviting him to take more.

      “Vikas.” It ended on a soft sigh. The most beautiful way he’d ever heard anyone say his name.

      He couldn’t respond. He never wanted to tear himself away, and alternated between touching and tasting each breast. He could linger there for hours, relishing these sensations.

      But there was so much more of her he yearned to touch, to taste. Continuing his pursuit south, he pulled at the waistband of her pants, tugging them down. She raised her hips, helping him remove the frustrating obstacles off her lithe legs.

      She lay before him fully naked, like a painting come to life. Her flesh had a healthy glow and appeared oh-so-supple. Her womanly scent drew him closer, igniting a primal reaction inside him.

      “I must be the luckiest vampire alive,” he murmured.

      Although her expression was dark with desire, a slight grin tugged at the corner of her lips.

      “Alive,” she repeated, a reminder of their earlier banter. “I’d say something snarky—but I want you too much right now.”

      He gave her a heated stare. “How much?” He stroked her wet, pink folds, exploring as she squirmed beneath him. “I like your mouth, sassy and all.”

      “Oh.” She sighed. “Don’t make me talk. Just feel.”

      He circled her belly button with his tongue, and then kissed further down. “With utmost pleasure.”

      

      Nalia

      She raised her hips off the bed, breathless with anticipation for more. Vikas’s tongue swirled around her inner thighs, teasing ever so slowly. She writhed, grasping at the sheets.

      He paused between her legs and stared up at her. The dark look in his eyes was so feral, so intense, it excited her on some primitive level. Then he lowered his head and speared her with his hot tongue. She dropped her head to the pillow, turning it to the side, and clutched the sheets in one fist.

      He knew exactly how to increase her arousal, alternating between light strokes and deeper pressure. She lost track of their surroundings, forgot the trouble she faced, as he assumed control over her senses. She gave into the heady desire.

      Tremors inside built up until she was on the verge of splintering into a thousand shards. With a cry, she shattered, losing herself among the overwhelming sensations that quaked through her. He eased up on the pressure as her pulsations subsided.

      “You taste divine, Nalia. All of you.”

      Then he slid his body over her. Every move of his flesh on hers inflamed the heat. He captured her mouth into a deep kiss with notes of her blood and fluid on his tongue. Such a forbidden taste that incited a thousand taste buds to light up.

      While they explored each other with a passionate kiss, he slid the tip against her entrance, teasing her with what was to come.

      “Now, please,” she begged, her voice a breathy gasp against his mouth.

      “Yes. I need you more than you know.”

      Shit,” she said. “We need protection.”

      He furrowed his brows. “We don’t need to. I’m a vampire.”

      “So was my father.”

      Vampires impregnating humans were rare, but since she was conceived that way, it wasn’t out of the question.

      “Ah, right.” He grimaced. “Hold on.”

      He fumbled in a drawer and found a condom, which he sheathed himself with. She didn’t want to ask why he had that. He’d been around for a long time and was sure to have had women before her. Although she had limited experience with the opposite sex, she wasn’t a virgin.

      When he glided his shaft into her inch by maddening inch, she lost thought. He paused as she adjusted to his girth. She clung to his back, pulling him closer, needing him deep inside her. It had never felt like this. And finally, he was there, buried to the hilt. She wrapped her legs around his waist, drawing him closer.

      As he drove into her with deep thrusts, she held on to him, losing herself in the wilderness. When she shattered around him, he soon followed, collapsing on top of her.

      After their heart rates slowed, Vikas settled on the bed beside her. He pulled her body close in a possessive embrace. She relaxed into his hold.

      He kissed her shoulder. “Are you all right, my wild tigress?”

      She smiled. “How could I not be? That was…incredible.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” When she yawned, he said, “It’s late. We should get some rest before the morning comes.”

      He trailed his fingers over her skin with a light touch she found soothing. She sank into a relaxed state, soon hovering on the precipice of sleep.

      Strange colors and shadows formed as she drifted off. Dreamy images took shape in her mind. Flashes of people she didn’t recognize, including a woman with sad eyes.  She had to be asleep already and was dreaming.

      No, these weren’t her thoughts. She traced the source of the images to a mental link pulling them from Vikas. It had to be his memories.

      What was going on? She’d never experienced that before.

      The only explanation that made sense was that her uncooperative mind had snaked a way in when they’d both let down their guards. It sought the psychic energy from others she so often denied. She tried to pull back—Vikas wouldn’t want her in there invading his privacy—but when he appeared in one of the images, she froze.

      How could he remember viewing himself?

      His skin tone was darker, though. Not the pale hue of a vampire. It must have been when he was human.

      Then he dropped onto the ground. Dead. Blood trickling down his neck.

      A voice that sounded like Vikas’s cried out with anguish, calling the dead man Tanveer. So, it wasn’t Vikas?

      Tanveer lay next to several bodies with gashed throats, no doubt massacred by vampires.

      A sense of despair spread through her as Vikas moved among the bodies, calling out the names of those he recognized. She felt his pain on discovering all these losses. She experienced it with him.

      The vision darkened. When it was visible again, the woman with sad eyes appeared in a small, dark room. Her eyes filled with fear and then resignation.

      “You have to do it, Vikas,” she said. “I can see you’re losing the fight.”

      Darkness engulfed Nalia. She was drowning in grief—his grief. She wanted to pull away and end the suffering, but couldn’t. The connection linking them was too powerful. She didn’t know if she was strong enough to sever it.

      When she thought she wouldn’t survive the descent into darkness, a light pierced through the pitch. It was tiny, twinkling like a lone star on a clear dark night. It even shined like a star, with rays of light spreading out. Then, it grew. Nalia clutched onto the image, the only sign of hope.

      The images faded. The mental connection was weakening. Nalia slammed back into her body with a gasp, back into Vikas’s arms. His steady breathing indicated he was asleep.

      How long had she been out for? And what the hell had she just seen? She couldn’t ask him about it; she couldn’t even process all the horror.

      Instead, she forced herself to focus on being with him now. He was safe, and so was she, for the time being. For the moment, she would bask in the afterglow of their limited time together. There was enough to worry about on the horizon. For one night, she wanted to escape it, surrendering to the bliss, before returning to the chaos that closed in.

      

      Vikas

      He woke after a deep sleep, oddly content. That was unusual for him. In a world full of darkness, it was rare to wake in an optimistic mood. Somehow, today seemed a little less dismal than the one before. The filtered indigo skies of late morning shined in through Vikas’s window. He no longer had to keep them covered from the sun’s rays.

      While Nalia slept beside him, he cradled himself against her warm body, allowing himself to experience feelings he’d long since chided himself never to feel again. Ones that made him vulnerable and exposed him to pain. Caring for someone could only lead to that outcome. After what had happened to his wife and family, he knew it to be true.

      But, she fit so perfectly pressed against him. And she slept so peacefully. The rise and fall of her chest helped to sooth him with its rhythmic pattern.

      Memories of the night before replayed in his mind. Her taste, her touch. Burying himself deep inside her body and tasting her blood, had to be the most sensual experience he’d ever had. Nothing had ever affected him so. His senses had been alighted as if someone had turned on a flame on a stove.

      The exchange itself had been magical. Erotic. Her blood had flooded through his veins, lighting all his senses as he made love to her.

      She stirred, moving in his arms, and mumbled something. Although he couldn’t make out the words, he could sense the panic edging her voice.

      “Shh, shh. It’s all right.” He stroked her hair.

      How she must have suffered living as a human in the division. Yet, having to come to terms with knowing she had vampire blood would be an adjustment—one she might struggle against.

      She didn’t deserve more pain. That’s what she’d faced in her short life. With her parents killed and witches turning her away, she’d suffered among humans, the most exploited and vulnerable residents in Four Corners.

      He wished he could ease her turmoil.

      But what could he do?

      She was off on her suicide mission. If he couldn’t talk her out of it, he wasn’t going to be a fool and join her quest. He’d already experienced what happened when interfering with the Berkano vampires’ cruel regime. It ended up a pointless endeavor that only made the Berkanos more vengeful.

      She was too young and too idealistic to ruin her life.

      And how do you suppose you’re going to change her mind?

      He leaned closer and inhaled the scent of her hair, as irresistible as the rest of her natural perfume.

      Maybe you can convince her to stay here with you.

      He laughed inwardly at his own words. Like she’d give up her quest to live in his tiny cabin in the woods, cut off from society. How was that any better than her life in the village?

      It was a stupid idea. But what the hell else did he have to offer?

      Nothing.

      He would escort her back to her village when she awoke, wish her well, and then they would part ways for good.
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      Nalia

      

      She woke in strong arms. Her eyelids fluttered open when she remembered she was with Vikas. A gentle reminder of their tender moments replayed in her mind. How he’d brought her to such ecstasy.

      Then she remembered seeing some of his memories. Such horrible ones that filled her with compassion. What he’d gone through must have been brutal. The cruelty of vampires.

      And now she discovered she had vampire blood. Not only that, she had asked to taste his blood.

      The horror washed over her. Pulling herself out of his embrace, she searched for a bucket. She grabbed a small trash can in the corner. She heaved into it, but nothing came out.

      “Nalia, are you all right?” he asked from behind her.

      “Do I look all right?” she snapped.

      “No. What can I do to help you?”

      She blinked to force away the hot tears that stung her eyes. Why was she lashing out at him? He hadn’t done anything to her. Her self-loathing would drive him away.

      “I’m sorry, Vikas. I didn’t mean to bark at you. I’m horrified about what I said last night. I asked to drink your blood.”

      He kneeled beside her and brushed his fingers through the back of her hair. “I know what it’s like, Nalia. The calling. You’ve fought it for so long. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      She stood. “It’s everything to be ashamed of. I hate knowing I’m part vampire. What the hell am I, anyway? A little bit of everything, which makes me nothing. A freak. Cursed and despised.”

      “Whatever you are is beautiful. Smart. Courageous. Amazing. If you think that makes you a freak, then recruit me to the freak show.”

      She cracked a smile and nudged his shoulder. “Don’t tease about it. It’s not easy being the only one of your kind. Worse knowing some consider your very existence an abomination.”

      He gave her a heated look. “I’m not teasing. I think you’re incredible.”

      She stared at him. “I could be killed just for existing.”

      “I wouldn’t let that happen.”

      She blinked several times. “And how would you prevent that?”

      “However I could.” He stepped closer.

      She lost focus while staring back into his soulful eyes. Her gaze darted to his mouth. They were carved to such artful perfection. If he hadn’t been turned from human to vampire, it would be easy to believe he was a descendant of the gods.

      He opened his arms to her. She raised her hand to push him away, but when she pressed it against his chest, she dropped her head against it instead.

      What the hell was wrong with her?

      She couldn’t tear herself away from him. He was a boulder holding her steady while her tenuous grasp on her world slipped like rocks tumbling amid an avalanche in the Himalayas.

      When she felt steadier, she pulled her cheek from his granite chest and turned up to face him.

      He gave her a gentle smile. Then he pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Dropping his hand to her chin, he tipped it up. She leaned up to him, her eyelids fluttering shut as her body tingled from his heat. When his lips met hers, shivers of excitement darted through her.

      His kiss chased away her self-doubts. All that mattered was the two of them. She wrapped her arms around his neck and lost herself in the kiss.

      When their lips separated, Vikas enveloped her in his strong arms.

      “Stay here with me.” His voice came out like a rich whiskey.

      The invitation had such appeal. To be able to escape her problems and live out here in nature. To experience pleasure like she’d had in his bed last night. To avoid all the pain dumped on her in the comfort of his embrace…

      But that was exactly it. She would be hiding from her problems. It wouldn’t solve anything.

      “I can’t do that, Vikas.” She pulled herself away with reluctance. “You know I have to get back to my village. I have the fertilizer. And I have to tell them what happened.”

      He nodded with icy resolve. “Fine. I’ll escort you back to your village as soon as you’re ready to leave.”

      After they had dressed, they went outside to the fire pit. They roasted the chestnuts they’d gathered the previous day. She added the wild strawberries to their meal. After they finished a quick breakfast, she tended to the horse. Then it was time to set off for her village.

      She mounted the horse, and Vikas walked beside them. The absence of his body behind her reminded her of yesterday’s ride back to his cabin. She was almost wild with need for him. And now that she’d experienced just how wonderful making love to him had been, it was difficult not to fantasize about being with him again.

      But this was the end of their journey together.

      He’d invited her to stay, and a part of her yearned to. But, her duty beckoned her back home.

      Instead, she tried to convince him once again to join her. “Why don’t you come with me? We could use a strong warrior like you. An insider.”

      “It’s foolish, Nalia. An impossible endeavor. You should forget about it.”

      “And do what? Continue to suffer? Try to avoid being snatched up to be a vampire’s blood whore?” She grunted on remembering how she’d spent the night with a vampire, offering both her body and blood. “I guess I brought that upon myself.”

      It came out more harshly than she’d intended, but she didn’t understand why he wouldn’t do anything.

      “Are you referring to us?”

      Her muscles coiled into tight springs. She pursed her lips and shrugged. It was better than lashing out in frustration, saying things she didn’t necessarily mean.

      He raised his fingers to his temples. “Is that what you think last night was all about?”

      She turned her head away, avoiding his gaze. His intense stare would probe her, making her feel even more vulnerable than she already did. Last night confused her. It brought them closer right before they would separate for good. Maybe it was a bad idea—not that her body had any regrets. Her mind, however, was a different story.

      Not to mention how much she felt for him after seeing what he’d gone through.

      She raised her hands, but then dropped them. “I don’t know what to think about anything—least of all what happened between us.”

      What a master of words, she was. She shook her head at herself.

      He didn’t say anything right away. The sound of the cicada in the forest seemed more pronounced in his silence.

      “You’ve gone through a lot and you’ve discovered things that were shocking,” he said at length. “But that doesn’t mean what we shared last night wasn’t something real.”

      Her bottom lip trembled, but she bit it. She wouldn’t dare let him see how his words affected her.

      “Why won’t you come with me?” Her voice came out just above a whisper. He couldn’t walk away from her now, could he?

      She glanced at him.

      “You’re so young, Nalia. You don’t know what these vampires are like.”

      She raised her chin. “Then tell me.”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      She had a feeling she already did know part of it. How would he react to her invading his mind?  She took a deep breath and exhaled. “I saw things after we made love.”

      He snapped his head in her direction. “What did you see?”

      “Your memories. People who died. Someone who looked like you. And a woman.”

      “How did that happen?” His eyes opened wide.

      “I’m not sure. I was on the verge of sleep—and then I was there. I think you were remembering them while you dreamt.”

      He rubbed his mouth. “I wish you hadn’t seen that.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. Did you experience my memories when you drank from me?”

      His expression turned grim. “No. I don’t know why you did.”

      “It’s not a vampire thing?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “I’ve always been able to take energy from others, but I’ve suppressed it. I suppose it’s a witch’s ability. But, nobody wants you taking a part of them.”

      He cocked his brows. As a vampire with a need for blood, he likely knew what she referred to.

      “I’ve also sensed things. Not reading minds, but more like reading emotions, such as discomfort that comes with lying. But I’ve never been inside someone’s head before.”

      He gave her a deep look. “I’m guessing you’re capable of some fascinating things.”

      She waved it off. “I highly doubt that. I only had a brief glimpse of your thoughts.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if you had many other gifts we haven’t discovered.”

      “We’ll see. My aunt taught me a few defensive spells that I need to work on before we confront the vampires. She seemed to think I have potential. But, I’m more concerned about you right now.  I can’t stop wondering about what I saw—and how it affected you.”

      “It was a long time ago. It doesn’t matter now.” He gritted his teeth.

      “What happened?” she asked in a gentle tone.

      Vikas bent down and picked up a rock. He hurled it at a tree so hard that it dented the bark.

      “Marco is a Berkano. They’re the worst of all vampires.” His voice took on a bitter edge. “The more you try to talk reason into him, the more he’ll enjoy tormenting you.”

      “Please, Vikas. Tell me about what happened to you.”

      Vikas’s eyes took on a haunted look. “They took everything from me. Everyone.”

      

      Vikas

      He debated what, if anything, to tell Nalia as he stared into the surrounding wilderness. With Nalia’s hatred of vampires, his story would only prove what horrid creatures they were. And since she recently discovered her father was one, it might exacerbate an already difficult topic to swallow.

      Yet, she deserved the truth. Deserved to know the monsters she was setting herself to go up against. That might change her mind. And he had to explain why he couldn’t accompany her. It wasn’t because he was a coward and he damn well didn’t want her thinking that way.

      “They made me the monster that I am.” He swallowed after vocalizing what had tormented him for decades. It wasn’t something he revealed. Ever.

      “Vikas…”

      He said nothing. How would he even tell the story? He never told anyone before because it was too difficult. Yet, he relived the past every day. No attempt at avoidance or numbing his pain had ever made it subside.

      He kicked some pine needles on the path. Yes, it was time to tell someone. More specifically, someone he trusted enough to confide in.

      “I wasn’t always this disillusioned vampire. I was human until about twenty years ago. And I was more vibrant—like you. I worked as an educator of sorts—training young men in body and mind. I had family and a wife. We lived peacefully— until vampires descended upon us.”

      “Oh, no,” Nalia said.

      She appeared like royalty, as regal as a queen riding the horse. The rapt attention in her expression encouraged him to continue.

      “I was human then, and you know how some vampires consider humans nothing but food, allowed to exist merely for blood sustenance. They slaughtered many of us. Neighbors. My parents. My twin brother and his wife. Their daughter.”

      Nalia gasped. “I’m so sorry.”

      Vikas hardened his jaw. “It was a long time ago. I’ve learned to live with it.”

      “One of the vampires spotted me when I returned home and discovered the massacre. At first, he thought he was seeing a ghost of the man he just killed. When he realized I was his twin brother, he laughed. I’ll never forget that laugh. So bitter, so evil.” Vikas’s throat tightened. He cleared it and continued. “He attacked me and drank my blood. But he didn’t kill me. He forced me to become a vampire. To him, it was just a game. How it was entertaining to anyone, I don’t know. But in some way, it amused him to have two different fates for the same face. My brother died, and I was forced into despicable immortality. I wished he’d chosen to kill me, as well.”

      “What a nightmare,” Nalia said. “I knew they were evil but…”

      “It gets worse,” he admitted. “I was married. My wife...”

      He choked on his words. Nalia would despise him when she heard the truth and discovered he was no better than any other vampire.

      “Take your time,” she said. “I know this is difficult for you.”

      “It’s just—you will hate me when I tell you.”

      She didn’t say anything for a long time. Then, she said, “You’ve made me see that all vampires aren’t alike. I don’t think I could ever hate you.”

      He hesitated for a moment. The horse stomped over the pine needles on the forest paths, uninterested in his tale. In a way, he wished Nalia was just as blasé so he could return to burying his memories deep in a part of his psyche. Yet, in another way, he longed to confide in someone—someone like her.

      “Even though they’d turned me, they continued to torment me for their entertainment. They’d stolen my wife. She was beautiful and kind—and there’s nothing the cruel like more than to destroy the innocent. They beat and chained me against the wall in a cell. Then they drank from her in front of me, passing her among the three of them as if sharing a meal. No matter how much I tried to free myself and save her, nothing could break through the shackles. They thought of a way to increase both our torture. They locked Riani, my wife, in the cell with me and removed the shackles. She was trapped with a newly born vampire frantic with hunger for the first taste of blood.”

      Nalia gasped. “Oh, my God. No.”

      Vikas curled his hands into fists. “I fought it for a long time. I don’t know how many hours or days I struggled against the increasing thirst. Being newly changed, I had nobody to guide me, to teach me how to control the hunger. It grew more intense, impossible to ignore. The torment increased with each second that passed locked with her. Although she tried to help me by offering her blood, I refused. I’d fight the hunger even if it killed me.

      “That’s what I’d vowed, but I couldn’t keep my promise. As I turned more feral, she cowered from me. I was losing control, becoming overwhelmed by bloodlust, and she must’ve known I couldn’t fight it much longer.

      “She was right. I couldn’t. I drank from her, just like the vampires who’d stolen her blood. She was already so drained that it didn’t take much to—to—kill her. Once I’d realized what I’d done, I tried to save her. I slashed at my wrist to give her some blood. I didn’t know if it would turn her, but I couldn’t let her die.

      “It didn’t help. It was too late. She died. And it was my fault.”

      “Oh, my God, Vikas.” She covered her heart. “What they did to you was inhumane. They forced you into that situation. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Yet, I sank my fangs into her throat. I took the last drop of blood that could’ve kept her alive. I drained her of life.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Nalia repeated. “They set you up for that to happen. Like you said, to them it was only a game.”

      Although her words provided comfort, Vikas had hated and blamed himself for his Riani’s death for too long. He couldn’t believe there hadn’t been a better option.

      “The Berkanos left her body in the cell with me for days.” He snorted. “Probably to ensure I felt the maximum guilt and shame possible. From that moment, there was no doubt I was nothing more than a monster. Although I tell myself I am different from them, my past actions indicate otherwise. And I’ve been continuing in this wretched existence ever since.”

      

      Nalia

      Her heart burst for Vikas. Those vampires had tortured him for their depraved entertainment.

      “What they did to you was unbearable. Unnecessary, too,” Nalia said.

      “See, there’s no winning when it comes to them,” he said. “The depth of depravity they will resort to has no end. Fighting them will only bring more grief.”

      Did he think the story was going to make her abandon the attempt to overthrow the Berkanos? If anything, it solidified her resolve for doing so.

      “We have to fight them,” she said. “Otherwise, we will all slowly perish. And they are too evil to be allowed to continue on this destructive path.”

      He glanced at her with incredulity. “You’re still going to go after them?”

      “Of course. You don’t know how bad it is in my village. To see hunger etched on everyone’s face, and the children, it is so heart wrenching. We survive mostly on whatever fish we catch in the rivers, but it’s not enough. We must take a stand.” She wouldn’t dare ask him again to join her on her quest, not after hearing the torment they had already put him through. She wouldn’t blame anybody for not wanting to face such evil again.

      She and Vikas fell into silence.

      He’d loved a woman once, and had ended up killing her. The grief on taking the life of someone he cared about must be endless, like falling into a well of despair and being unable to climb out.

      “Do you miss her?” she asked.

      Vikas trailed his fingers through some of the lower hanging branches of a maple tree.

      “I once did. Terribly. But when I think of her, I drown in shame. Regret—how she looked at me in those final minutes when she knew I couldn’t fight the thirst any longer—will forever be branded on my memory. The blackest mark on my already damned soul.”

      A whirlwind of emotions swelled inside her, thrashing about like a capsized rowboat on the sea. She ached for what he had endured and wanted to lash out at those who’d inflicted such pain on him. What could she do to alleviate it?

      “What you went through, Vikas, is more than anyone ever should have endured. You shouldered the guilt for far too long. One day, you need to let it go. Don’t let it consume you.”

      He muttered something that sounded like acknowledgment. The remainder of their journey was mostly in silence, punctuated by small observations about the forest surrounding them. Birds in the distance chirping a happy song. A large nest overhead. Holes in the ground where small animals likely burrowed. An intricate spider web that spread through branches like a fragile, wispy tapestry.

      Eventually, the fringes of her village came into view. The colorful hues of the stacked apartment buildings belied the desperation of those within.

      She paused next to an oak tree. After taking a deep breath, she said, “I guess this is it.”

      She climbed off the horse to say goodbye.

      “Indeed. I will leave you here and return home.” He stopped walking and surveyed the city before them.

      “Well,” she began. She shuffled her feet. What to say? She would never see him again. And after that torrid night they’d spent together and the things they’d revealed to each other, simply saying so long didn’t seem to cut it. They’d shared their most intimate personal details about their lives, things nobody else knew. She touched his bicep. “Thank you, Vikas, for keeping me safe. No—thank you for everything.”

      He gave her a slow nod. His eyes still appeared to be haunted with ghosts. How awful to have lived through his nightmare. Was there anything she could do to make it easier for him?

      She sighed in her head. Not likely. He’d lived with these memories for years. Nothing she could say would take away the horrors.

      After stepping closer to him, she held both of his hands. “They orchestrated it. There’s nothing you could have done to prevent it. Don’t take their blame. Force it back on them, where it deserves to be.”

      He dragged his eyes to hers and something appeared to flicker in it. Would he listen to what she’d said, or let it haunt him for the rest of his immortal days?

      Straightening, he cleared his throat. “I wish you’d return with me. If you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.”

      A part of her softened. “Goodbye, Vikas.”

      She leaned up on her tiptoes and kissed him for the last time.

      He didn’t respond at first, but soon his lips turned pliant. He unclasped his hand from hers and pulled her into his arms. Memories of the night returned, how warm and safe she felt in his embrace. Returning to his cabin with him grew into an even more enticing option.

      She pulled herself away before she caved in and agreed to it. She had people dependent on her and had to go to them. Plus, she had the truth about herself to contend with. What welcome relief it had been not to think about her problems for a while when she’d been wrapped up in concern for Vikas. The reality of her situation slammed back with a harsh slap.

      “Don’t let anybody else know what you really are,” Vikas said. “It’s not safe. Trust no one with your secret.”

      She clucked her tongue. Maybe she shouldn’t have revealed her true nature to him, which she’d done in such a vulnerable moment. “Yet, you know it.”

      After a long hard look, he said, “Despite what I am, I will keep your secret and my word to protect you. Do you regret telling me? Do you trust me?”

      She broke their eye contact. “What’s the point of even asking this? Whether I trust you with that information or not is beside the point.”

      “And yet, I trusted you with my deepest secrets.”

      She sighed and drew her gaze back to him, softening. Her defensive nature was rearing its ugly head during what should be a beautiful moment with their goodbye. “You’re right. Yes, I trust you. You’ve given me no reason not to.”

      He scanned her, moving from head to toe, as if searing an image of her to memory.

      “Be careful, Nalia.” He gave her one last gentle kiss. Then he turned and disappeared into the shadows of the forest.

      She raised her hand and opened her mouth to call his name, but then clamped it shut.

      Her duty led her to the village, not back towards the forest where Vikas had gone. The dull ache that spread inside her with him leaving convinced her that he’d taken a piece of her with him. Resisting the urge to follow him, she sighed.

      She had to take on the Berkanos first.
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      Nalia

      

      She braced herself for what she had to reveal when she reported to her village. She had left with Hiran and now returned alone. It didn’t matter that she brought back the magical fertilizer that would help them grow crops. He was gone.

      She rode into the village on horseback. The muted colors of the clustered apartments welcomed her home.

      Home. She should have been relieved to return, but the despair that cloaked her village made her long for the freedom back in the wild nature behind her.

      The villagers came out of their houses and in from the fields when they spotted her, drowning each other out with questions.

      “Where’s Hiran?”

      “What happened?”

      “Where did you get that horse? From the witches? Does that mean they’re going to help us?”

      Her father put a covered basket on the ground and pushed through the crowd to reach her. His expression turned from relief to wariness. “It didn’t go as planned, did it?”

      Her insides screamed, as she strived to evade the questions. Hiran was her father’s friend. He’d sent Hiran to guard her. But it was inevitable that she had to reveal the news. Making them wait was crueler than admitting the truth. The imagination could conjure far worse than reality.

      But, still, saying it aloud made it real. She dismounted from the horse and someone took the reins.

      “I can see by the look on your face that what you went through wasn’t easy,” her father said.

      No, that was not it at all. Her lower lip trembled, but she bit it to prevent from shattering into tears. She had to stay strong.

      Her mother called her name as she slipped through the others. When she reached Nalia, she hugged her. “Nalia, you look exhausted. Come. Let me get you some tea and you can sit down.”

      A mug of tea made by her mother was the most comforting thing Nalia could imagine at the moment. A jolt of guilt rippled through her. Should she put off telling the news about Hiran so she could enjoy a cup of tea? He would never enjoy another meal again. In fact, he was now food for the worms and whatever other creatures burrowed beneath the soil.

      She closed her eyes, forcing that thought away. It was time to get out the horrible news waiting on her soul.

      “Hiran isn’t coming back. He was killed.”

      People gasped and murmured amongst themselves.

      She added, “On the first day of our journey, he was killed by a—vampire.”

      A vampire. The vilest of creatures.

      A part of her.

      And Vikas...

      Her father’s expression contorted with a variety of emotions. “Where is he?”

      “I—uh—I buried him.”

      “By yourself?” he asked.

      “No, I had help.” She didn’t want to reveal who aided her. Not after admitting Hiran had been murdered by a vampire. After fielding several questions about his death from the villagers, she pointed to the sack. “The witches gave us a magical fertilizer, which will help us grow our crops even with the limited sunlight.”

      After numerous sighs and replies of thank goodness, somebody asked, “Will they help us against the vampires?”

      More bad news for Nalia to share. “No.”

      “Why not?” one of the village Guardians asked.

      “They think it is impossible. That Marco is now too powerful to defeat.”

      “He may be immortal, but there are ways to destroy him.”

      Were there ways anymore? Vampires could be killed, but Marco had acquired the weapon of a god.

      “They believe it’s impossible because of what he has,” she said.

      All eyes were on her as they awaited the word.

      She took a deep breath. “Marco has stolen the trident of Shiva.”

      A collective gasp fell over the crowd. After the shock subsided, the words from the villagers flew.

      “He stole a weapon of a god? Only the most power hungry would ever consider that.”

      “And more power leads to more corruption.”

      “Then you know what we must do.”

      She nodded, although the task was likely more impossible than the attack they’d been planning. “We have to steal it back.”

      

      Over the next two days, Nalia tried not to think of Vikas. The Guardians had amassed a wealth of weapons to give them advantages against the immortals, those who had supernatural strength and speed. Although pairs or small groups practiced with chains, kama, kora, rope darts, throwing stars, and countless blades, Nalia stuck with what was familiar—her kukri and short sword. Learning the defensive spells was more important than a new weapon.

      Training for the upcoming battle helped distract her, but still she thought of Vikas. Yet, after what they’d gone through together, she couldn’t accept that she would never see him again. She couldn’t deny her disappointment at his refusal to help with her plan, but she understood it. He’d done more than necessary for her, a stranger. And after his tormented history, she didn’t blame him for choosing seclusion.

      But still, she couldn’t forget him.

      During breaks between training with the Guardians, she practiced the defensive spells her aunt taught her in her apartment.

      When her father came by, she showed him her new skill in creating a fireball.

      He smiled with pride. “Impressive. It looks like the visit to the coven wasn’t such a loss after all.”

      “I hope not.”

      He took a deep breath. “Tomorrow evening, we’re going to have a ceremony for Hiran.”

      She tilted her head, studying him. “Are you going to be okay?”

      His shoulders sagged, but he replied, “Yes. He died a warrior’s death, doing his duty. We will ensure he has a proper send off.” The ceremony took place outdoors, under the stars. Villagers gathered in a circle with a framed photo of Hiran in the center. Many Guardians stepped up to it and spoke of his brave deeds before wishing him a good voyage to the afterworld.

      Nalia barely made it through without breaking down. All eyes flickered to her at some point, which made it more difficult to hold herself together. She was the last one to see him alive. She was the one who had buried him. Her parents held her hands on each side, helping her through it.

      Her father closed the ceremony by declaring, “Hiran’s death will not be in vain. We will continue with the plan.”

      The villagers cheered in agreement.

      “Marco may have the trident of the god, but we have weapons and numbers.” He paused and raised his fist. “And the impetus of those who have nothing to lose!”

      

      Vikas

      Leaving Nalia was one of the most difficult things he had ever done. With her suicidal mission, he would likely never see her again. Never see her face, feel her touch, inhale her calming natural fragrance…or taste her incomparable blood.

      Yet, what other option was there? He hadn’t convinced her to abandon the mission nor stay with him. He couldn’t force her to do what he wanted her to do.

      He spent the next two nights trying to talk himself out of caring at all. Confronting a Berkano had never brought him anything but pain. When he envisioned what they’d do to Nalia, his blood cooled. They were notorious in their brutality. What if they tortured her, or forced her to become a whore for their perverse pleasure—stealing both her blood and body?

      Nobody should touch her but him. Especially not a vampire like Marco.

      Fuck, he couldn’t deny the calling any longer. He had to go to her. There was no other option.

      He left his cabin and trekked to Kantari Village where he’d left Nalia. Hiding from the problems in the division wouldn’t change anything. Look what she was taking on so bravely. Somehow, she’d imprinted herself on his soul and it was time to accept that his fate would be intertwined with hers.

      If she’d have him.

      A relationship between them would be cursed by vampire and witch both.

      And what could one vampire do to help in a mission against many? As a former Enforcer, he knew their tactics. Humans wouldn’t stand a chance against them. If the witches weren’t going to help, then dammit, he’d have to recruit some vampires.

      Not that humans would be pleased to be teamed up with bloodsuckers, but if they were smart, they’d know they needed them for any chance of survival.

      Now who could he recruit to help with the cause? He thought of a few fellow Enforcers who might be persuaded. But that was a risk. They’d sworn to protect Marco.

      Perhaps he was better off finding outliers, like himself. Vampires who had chosen to live in solitude in nature. Funny, he had only spent such a short time here in his refuge, which had been his goal after being released from Shivanali Temple. Now he was abandoning his goal of peace and solitude to chase a woman into almost inevitable failure.

      The things a woman could convince you to do…

      Vikas could list reasons while he trekked through the forests, or work on a plan to recruit other vampires. Only one of those options would lead to progress.

      Some vampires lived out in the frontier, but they’d kept their distance. It was an unwritten rule among them to respect each other’s space.

      He tread the well-worn paths where he’d scented vampires passing through and followed one trail. Unfortunately, it sent him away from Kantari Village, in the opposite direction of Nalia, where he wanted to go. Yet, it was necessary to take this detour to increase the odds of success against Marco.

      Within an hour, he discovered a blond vampire sitting in a hidden cave carved into the side of a rugged rock formation. Vikas raised his hand in a wave as he approached to show he was not a threat.

      “Hello brother, I’m Vikas. I live in these forests, as well.”

      “Kami.”

      “I imagine you, like many of us, are suffering under Marco’s regime,” Vikas said.

      Kami’s eyes turned tortured. “The hunger—it grows more unbearable. I used to live off the animals in the forests. Plenty of sheep, deer, and even an occasional snow leopard. But now, all are so weak. It’s difficult to sate.”

      Vikas gave him a solemn nod. “I understand. We cannot tolerate these conditions any longer.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Vikas raised his chin. “Join me to overthrow Marco.”

      Kami’s eyes widened. “That’s impossible. As much as I would want to see that happen, he’s been in power for so long. How would we possibly manage that?”

      “We recruit others. Increase our numbers.”

      After twenty minutes of Kami waffling, he said, “What do I have to lose?”

      They spent the next night convincing other vampires in the forest to join their cause. Since these ones lived far from Marco, they weren’t as likely to be under Marco’s influence.

      “We’re now a party of five,” Kami said as their small group marched through the forest. “Do you think it was worth the trouble?”

      “Five is better than two,” Vikas replied. “I know others in the city. I can think of a few more who might be persuaded to join us.”

      Kami snorted. “Let’s hope so. I’m not expecting we’re going to get far in this endeavor, but at least with a few more numbers, it won’t be such a pathetic attempt.”

      True. The greater their numbers were, the more difficult for Marco’s regime to crush them all.

      The question was—did they have enough to even forge an impact?

      

      After his recruitment efforts in the city, Vikas had assembled a team of eight vampires. That’s all he had to offer the humans—and Nalia, in particular.

      His steps were light as they traveled to her village the next day, even though it may have been a journey leading to his ultimate death. But, he would see her again. He pictured her face, heard her sassy mouth, scented her intoxicating fragrance, and tasted her unique flavor…

      His slow-moving vampire heart beat with renewed vigor.

      After telling the vampires to hold back, he ventured into the village where he’d left her a few days before. The poverty and hunger clung to the deteriorating buildings. They appeared once to have been painted with vibrant colors, but now were faded like the muted daylight. The humans moved with a listlessness, as if surrendering to the weakening health that claimed them, except their eyes. A few had that defiant fire that blazed in them, like Nalia’s, refusing to bow down to the dismal fate that Marco offered.

      He approached an older woman selling bottled fragrances and colorful pashmina on a table in the market. “I’m looking for Nalia.”

      “What do you want with her?” the woman replied with wariness.

      “I’m a friend. And bringing her something she asked for.” It was true. She had asked for his help.

      After giving him a slow appraisal, the woman pointed to the fields. “She’s over there tending to the crops.”

      “Thank you.” Vikas walked to the fields. Limp, yellowed crops that should have been green and standing tall echoed the desperation for sunlight.

      When he spotted Nalia kneeling, one tendril of hair over her face as she handled some pathetic stalks of wheat, his heart thumped. He drank her in. She held the sack with the fertilizer and murmured words under her breath. He waited for her to finish and then approached.

      “Nalia.”

      She glanced up. “Vikas?” Her eyes widened. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to my senses. I’m here to help. And I brought others who will join us.”

      She froze, staring at him dumbfounded. Then she jumped up and ran into his arms. He covered her face and lips with kisses and pulled her close, letting her jasmine scent envelope him.

      “I’m overjoyed,” she said.

      He pulled back and cupped her face in his hands. “I couldn’t leave you. I want to be with you. If we live, we live. If we die, we die together.”

      Nalia’s mouth opened. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Do you want me here?” he asked. Was he too late in coming to his senses?

      “Yes. Yes, of course,” she said.

      “I mean—do you want me?”

      Her eyes sparked. “I do.”

      He exhaled. “You know being together won’t be easy.”

      They might be punished for it, if not exterminated by extremists who vowed that any liaison between two different kinds was a despicable act. Why, he didn’t understand. Why was love feared when hate was the destructive force?

      “I know. We might not have a chance to encounter their disapproval, though. I mean, we’re heading to the Temple tomorrow.”

      “Well, if we survive through tomorrow night, then we’ll deal with whatever wrath this brings.”

      She nodded and then glanced behind him. “You said you brought others?”

      “Yes. They’re waiting out in the fringes. I wanted to talk to you first.”

      “Take me to meet them,” she said. “And then I’ll introduce you all to the Guardians leading the charge.”

      Vikas held her hand while they worked their way through the fields and across the village to where the vampires waited. As they entered the wild frontier, Vikas anticipated seeing the pleased look on her face. Similar to when she’d beamed at him when he’d helped her at the teahouse. She’d looked at him with awe, as if surprised at his resourcefulness. This time, he’d done much more than acquire a shovel and a warm meal—he’d brought her what she needed for any chance of survival on her bleak mission.

      “Nalia, this is Kami, Devraj, Aravan, and—” He paused when her face reddened and contorted with anger.

      She stared at Kami, her expression grim. What was with that reaction?

      “Ah, shit,” Kami said.

      “You bastard! How dare you come here?” Nalia lunged at him.
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      Nalia

      

      She tackled the vampire to the ground. Vikas tore her from the vampire, but she clung to him with one hand, pounding on his back with the other. When Vikas wrestled her away, she turned on him, pushing him in the chest.

      Vikas scowled at her. “Nalia, what are you doing?”

      Her thrill on seeing him again, knowing he’d returned for her, had been replaced by an urge to pound him into the earth.

      “How could you bring him here, Vikas?”

      “What the hell are you talking about, woman?”

      She growled at him in frustration. “Don’t you ‘woman’ me. He’s the bloody vampire who killed Hiran.”

      Vikas turned to face the bastard. “Is this true?”

      “I didn’t kill anyone,” Kami said. “She went all crazy and attacked me.”

      “Oh, really?” She planted her hands on her hips and stormed before him. “So, it’s my fault he’s dead.”

      “He was alive when I left him.” With a sneer, he added, “I limped away in agony, poisoned by silver.”

      “Did you drink from him?” Vikas asked Kami.

      “I needed some nourishment. You know what it’s like. We’ve been starved out here. Enough to make us blind with bloodlust. I only meant to quench the hunger so I wouldn’t starve.” He pointed at Nalia. “But she jumped on me and things escalated.”

      “Don’t blame Hiran’s death on me, you sick fuck!” Contempt rolled through her.

      “You definitely played a role in the situation escalating out of hand. After you interfered, your friend slashed my throat.”

      The asshole had the gall to accuse her?

      “I wish he’d killed you!” She hurled herself at him again, but Vikas caught her and pulled her back. She struggled against him. “I’ll claw your eyes out! And impale them on your goddamn fangs!”

      “Calm down, Nalia!” Vikas held her body against his, pinning her limbs down. “I’m trying to help you. But I can’t help you when you’re thrashing about like this, attacking one of the few vampires I’ve recruited to help.”

      She yanked her arms up, trying to escape his powerful grasp, and kicked at his shins. After his words settled in, she ceased her struggle and waited to hear him out. Her back was pressed to his wide chest, and she sank further against it as she recovered with short breaths.

      “What would you like me to do when facing Hiran’s murderer?” she asked him.

      “It wasn’t meant to happen that way,” Kami said.

      “Oh, that’s reassuring.” She laced her words with sarcasm. “And it doesn’t bring him back!”

      “Give me a moment to speak to him,” Vikas implored. He released one of her arms and trailed his fingers from her shoulder down her elbow.

      The soothing gesture made her draw in her breath. Gods, how he affected her.

      “Fine,” she said.

      “Don’t ‘fine’ me,” Vikas said. “I want to make sure you aren’t going to do anything rash.”

      “What the hell? You want me to sign a declaration? Fine. I, Nalia, solemnly swear not to do anything that Vikas, the overlord of all things right and just, considers rash.”

      “Now, you’re behaving like a child,” Vikas said.

      She cringed at his accurate assessment. She planted her hands on her hips and sighed. “Well, I’m sorry. This isn’t easy for me, you know?”

      “I do know,” he replied in a gentle tone. “Let me deal with it, all right?”

      She took a deep breath and exhaled with a whoosh. “All right.”

      Vikas released her and motioned to Kami. They retreated deeper into the forest.

      She glared at them as she caught bits of the conversation. Kami clearly tried to defend his inexcusable actions with his wide eyes and lively gestures.

      Vikas returned a couple of minutes later, leaving Kami remaining where he was.

      “Nalia, a word, please,” he said.

      What the hell was this? He was acting like a parent or teacher pulling two quarreling parties aside to get each take on an argument. This wasn’t a bloody argument, though. He was a goddamn murderer. Still, she couldn’t respond the way she wanted to—in retaliation to avenge Hiran’s death.

      “I know this isn’t something you want to hear,” Vikas said, “but we need to work with him.”

      She tilted her head, staring at him. “Are you fucking kidding me, Vikas? You can’t seriously ask me to consider this.”

      “I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think it critical.”

      “Critical how?”

      “Our chances of survival are bleak. We need everyone we can get to help us and we have few vampires. Our strength and speed are a valuable in battle, especially when facing other vampires. Ruthless, powerful vampires.”

      “So, you’re saying I should forget what he did and go on like it never happened? How do we know he’s not going to attack anyone else and steal their blood?”

      “Because you have me. I wouldn’t let that happen. And I made sure we all fed before we came around humans.”

      “From who?”

      “I’ve lived in these forests for years. I have arrangements.”

      A sharp pang of jealousy stabbed her. “Humans?”

      “Yes.”

      Women? The picture of him drinking from another woman left her with an unsettled feeling in her gut.

      “Nalia, you need to think coolly in this situation, not react consumed by vengeance—which would be the surest way to ensure failure.”

      She eyed Vikas, snapping out of the downward cycle. Maybe he had a point. Being hot-headed was one of her flaws, and a more calculated reaction might be a better option in this situation.

      “Think about what’s best for the mission ahead,” Vikas said. “What will bring you the greatest chance of success? Fighting a possible ally, or joining together to bring down a more powerful enemy?”

      The idea of joining with Hiran’s murderer left a bitter taste on her tongue. How could she work with someone who had killed her companion?

      “Don’t let pride be part of the equation.” Vikas pointed at her. “Think like a commander, Nalia. Calculate the risks. The outcome of every possible decision. That’s how you must think before you go into battle. There’s already enough uncertainty ahead.”

      She tore her gaze to the forest floor. Damn it, she didn’t want to concede, but he knew more about battle—and more about vampires. And her father, what would he do?

      His choice would be clear, no matter how difficult. He’d sacrifice whatever he had to do to ensure the mission was a success.

      What other option did she have?

      She swallowed the bitter taste. “All right. Let’s work together. If there’s anyone I hate more than him, it’s the damn vampires who are killing us all.”

      

      Nalia found the Guardians finalizing preparations for tomorrow inside the meeting house.

      She stood in the doorway. “I have someone who will help us.”

      “Who?” Her father looked up from sharpening his sword and raised a shaggy eyebrow.

      “A vampire. His name is Vikas. He helped me immensely on my journey to the coven.”

      Her father peered at her with a sidelong look. “Why would a vampire help you? And why would you let him?”

      His voice escalated at the end and he wagged his thick index finger at her.

      A quick heat rose in her cheeks as she remembered the deal with her providing Vikas blood in exchange for protection. All the Guardians eyes were on her. She couldn’t cower and cry about what had happened. Now was the time to be brave, like her father, and think like a leader.

      She raised her chin, which still left her a foot shorter than him. “Because it was the option with the greatest chance of survival—and success in completing my task of reaching the coven.”

      Her father stared at her for a charged moment. “Nalia, what happened on your journey? You went to recruit witches—and a vampire killed Hiran. And now you’re bringing vampires here?”

      Nalia sighed. It was a difficult thing to explain. And she damn well didn’t want to admit that the vampire who’d attacked Hiran was one in their party. She had to think of the greater outcome for all.

      “Well, since I couldn’t convince the witches… I asked him to help.”

      Manu, a veteran Guardian, barked out a sardonic laugh. “Vampires working with us to fight other vampires?”

      “Yes. What matters is we have help, which we urgently need. Vikas recruited seven vampires to help us. They are not like the vampires in Marco’s regime. In fact, they’ve chosen to live far from his reach, disagreeing with his tactics.” She raised her hand for emphasis. “We can’t turn down this opportunity. We can’t let pride and suspicion of others who are not like us, lead us to make a tactical error. They have abilities to counter our weaknesses against the vampires.”

      Her father’s eyes widened. Was it because he’d never seen her speak this way? The truth was, she’d learned it from watching him over the years.

      When he appeared to recover from the surprise, he asked, “Where are they?”

      “They’re just outside the city limits. If you’re open to joining with them—and I strongly suggest we do for our own sakes—I’ll introduce you to Vikas.”

      Her father exchanged a glance with Manu.

      Manu gave a slight nod.

      Her father faced her. “We’re hardly in a position to turn away help. Especially those more powerful than us.” With a shrewd look, he added, “I may not be a fan of vampires, but if they are willing to fight with us against Marco, then we are allies.”

      Manu added, “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

      “Exactly,” her father said. With a wave of his hand, he declared, “Bring the vampire here.”

      

      Vikas

      When Nalia approached him on the outskirts of Four Corners, he caught her gaze and sucked in a breath. Something about this woman did odd things to him. He laughed inside; she inspired him to do even odder things, like join this rogue mission.

      “Will you come to the meeting house?” Her bright eyes sparkled.

      “Of course.” He walked with her into Kantari Village.

      She led them to a building. Like many of the structures, it was a basic box design with faded paint that hinted at a cheerier past. The color was trapped somewhere between blue and green.

      She opened the door and stepped inside. “Please enter.”

      Although the Guardians didn’t appear surprised at a vampire joining their endeavor, they appraised them with wary expressions. That had to be expected. She had gone to recruit witches to fight against the vampires, and what they’d ended up with was the same species they’d planned to take on.

      Well, not the same, exactly. Vikas loathed the idea of any comparisons to Marco.

      “This is Vikas,” Nalia introduced him to the Guardians. “As I mentioned, he’s recruited these other vampires to join us.” She directed him to a brawny man with a rough, reddish-brown beard. He wore an olive-green tunic over tan pants. “Vikas, this is my father, Bahram. He’s leading the effort.”

      Vikas glanced from Bahram to Nalia and back. Her father was leading the charge against Marco? No wonder she was so involved… and couldn’t leave.

      Bahram stepped forward and extended his large hand. “I’m glad we can work together to end this brutal regime.”

      Vikas shook his hand. “And I, as well.”

      The other men introduced themselves. Soon, they moved into a discussion on the best ways to work together. As they discussed tactics, their apprehension about allying with a vampire appeared to diminish.

      “We need to surround them,” Bahram said. “Take them by surprise and move in.”

      “Yes,” Vikas agreed “but Marco had the temple compound heavily guarded. It’s very difficult—if not impossible—to sneak in unnoticed.”

      “Do you know how to penetrate it?”

      Vikas nodded. “I do. I’ve spent much time in Four Corners.”

      The men exchanged glances, heightened wariness flickering through their glances.

      “Doing what?” Bahram asked.

      Now wasn’t the time to admit his former role in Marco’s regime. That would only make them doubt his motives—and delay their plans.

      “I’d lived there for many years, before I sought the tranquility of a simpler life in nature.”

      “And why would you decide to join us?” one of the men said.

      A woman made me see the light. One who’s inspired me to take a chance, no matter how futile the resistance might be.

      Vikas didn’t dare give that personal reply, though. The more practical one was suitable here.

      “I’ve disagreed with the practices by Marco’s regime for a long time,” he said. “The only ones who stand to gain in his regime are himself and his inner circle. They’ve fooled many into believing they are acting to serve and protect them, when their tactics are nothing more than a quest to make them richer and more powerful, disregarding everyone else’s needs.”

      “What matters is that he’s joined us now and is here to help us,” Nalia said. “We need to find a way to work together—quickly—to take them by surprise.”

      Bahram said, “I agree.” He pulled out a map from under the table and spread it out on top of it. “Here’s the route we’ve chosen, and where we plan to move in. Take a look and let us know what you think.”

      Vikas scanned the map. They’d chosen to move in from an angle that wasn’t as well guarded as the front gates, but still would be too conspicuous for the Enforcers.

      “We should go in at this access point,” Vikas declared, pointing to one of the lesser known entryways at the rear of the compound Arun often guarded. A plan formed in his mind, one that gave them better odds.  “And I should approach first. Alone.”

      “Why?” Nalia asked, covering her heart. “That’s dangerous.”

      “I’ve lived in Four Corners and know many of the Enforcers,” he said. “And I will push on the weakest points.”

      “What do you mean?” another Guardian asked.

      “I know who are the most discontent. The Enforcers are not just mindless bodyguards. If I can convince one or two to help us, it will be easier for us to penetrate Shivanali Temple and reach Marco.”

      Bahram nodded. “That’s a good plan. We’ve been training and are ready to launch our assault. What you could provide with an insider would give us a tremendous edge.”

      Over the next couple of hours, they discussed the approach to the temple compound in the morning.

      “I know you mentioned going first tomorrow,” Bahram said, “but Nalia should join you as soon as possible. She’s the only one with certain—abilities.”

      Vikas glanced at Nalia. She had managed to breach his mind, something he wasn’t happy about, but it indicated an above-average ability. And she was courageous and determined—all things he admired. What else could she do?

      “What kind of abilities?” he asked. He’d already experienced some of what she could do and wondered if there were other surprises.

      Bahram glanced at Nalia, and she responded with a brief nod.

      “Nalia can read people’s emotions. It helps her get a sense of their intentions, such as whether they’re lying.”

      “It’s not so much reading them,” she clarified, as she’d mentioned to him earlier. “It’s more sensory.” She raised her hand before her, curling it. “And I’ve been practicing what I learned from my aunt.” With a circular movement and a flick of her wrist, she sent a zigzag of sparks through the air, before a tiny ball of flame flickered at the tips of her fingers.

      Vikas leaned back. She’d generated fire from her hands. “That’s incredible.”

      “Maybe.” She shrugged, turning her eyes downcast. “I hear my biological mother had an affinity with fire.”

      They returned to sit at the table and finalized plans.

      Bahram wrapped up the map. “We all better get some sleep. Tomorrow, we’ll head to a position outside the city gates, and wait for you to go ahead, Vikas.”

      “If I don’t return by noon,” he replied, “assume I have been captured—or silenced.”

      Nalia let out a small gasp. He squeezed her thigh under the table and she placed her hand on his.

      “In that case,” Vikas added, “continue the attack without me. Let the other vampires storm their way in first.”

      

      Nalia

      After everyone had exited the meeting house, Nalia held back to have a quick moment alone with Vikas.

      “I still can’t believe you came.” She stared at him with awe.

      His eyes were intense. “I woke up. Finally. You woke me up.”

      “I did? How?”

      “You inspired me to be a better man. I realized that I can’t turn my back and walk away from the evil in this world. It doesn’t change anything. Even if it knocks me down every time. If we don’t stand up to the injustice, then who will?”

      “You don’t think I’m hopelessly naïve and suicidal?” she teased.

      He laughed. “Oh, you are still that, indeed. But that’s one of the things I admire about you.”

      He dropped his gaze to her lips, and the smile vanished as his expression turned dark and full of desire. Her eyelids fluttered and closed as she awaited his touch. When he kissed her, it was slow and sensual, not passionate and frantic like the previous ones. This one rang of the sweetness of devoted lovers—a kiss to sear onto her memory.

      “No matter what happens tomorrow,” he whispered, “I’ll never regret joining you.”

      She swallowed. “The outcome could be bad.”

      “It’s worth it.” He pulled her body against him. “You don’t know how much I want to be alone with you right now. If we were in my cabin…”

      His words trailed off, but she pictured where they were headed, smiling to herself. The idea of them having another chance to be together in his cabin was a fool’s dream, especially with the challenges that awaited them tomorrow. A glimpse of a future in which they could be together was too utopian for their despondent world.

      But, they could have tonight. “Come to my place.”

      Vikas nuzzled her neck and murmured, “As soon as possible. I’m going to check with the others before we rest.”

      “I live on the ground floor in that building.” She pointed to a building with faded pink paint peeling from it. The one with the blue door.”

      “You live alone, I hope?” he asked.

      “I do. It’s a small space, but room enough for the two of us.”

      Us—it had a nice ring to it.

      “I’ll be there soon,” he said.

      Once he left, the space before her seemed colder than a shadow.

      She walked over to the school where they’d arranged for the vampires to sleep. Since it was empty at night, it seemed the best option. The vampires were taking an immense risk in helping the humans in Kantari Village, so they had to be hospitable.

      Not everyone was crazy about vampires staying in the village, even though they could not enter a home without invitation. She didn’t blame them. She would have been dead set against the idea before she had met Vikas. She wouldn’t dare tell them that Kami was the vampire who had killed Hiran. No good would come of that. It would undo all the work Vikas had accomplished in recruiting others. Nalia ignored her distaste.

      She found her mother already in the otherwise empty gym, setting up cots.

      “Hey Mom, let me help.” She took the opposite end of a bottom sheet.

      After they made one cot, her mother peered at her. “I know you feel guilty about Hiran. It’s not your fault.”

      Nalia stared at the floor as her face burned. “Thanks.”

      “He was a Guardian. He did what he was trained to do—guard you on your journey.”

      “How’s Dad taking it?” Nalia asked in a sheepish manner.

      “As expected,” her mother replied. “Grieving the loss of his friend. Grateful that it wasn’t you.”

      Nalia nodded and swallowed a lump in her throat. They moved on to prepare other cots in silence.

      After they made another, her mother asked, “What’s going on with you and the vampire?”

      A ripple of discomfort crawled up the back of her neck. She avoided eye contact. “Who? Vikas?”

      Her mom shook out some sheets. “If that’s the one you kept stealing glances at, then yes.”

      “Phsaw,” Nalia replied with a wave. “It’s not like that.”

      “Nalia, I’m your mother. I know you. If you think you can fool your mother by telling me nothing is going on between you, I’d say you have as much success with that, as trying to convince me you had nothing to do with setting the fire in my kitchen when you were five.”

      “Uh,” Nalia replied. That was a definite no-go then. Her mother had caught her experimenting with concoctions, mixing vinegar, herbs, and whatever she could reach. They’d chalked the fire up to a flammable mix of chemicals. But with Nalia’s affinity for fire, maybe it was something more innate? She had not suppressed her abilities until she’d started school and realized how they turned people away.

      Her mother stared at her with the knowing look. A slow burn rose in Nalia’s cheeks. Were her feelings that obvious? Apparently, yes.

      Nalia took one end of the sheet and helped her mom pull it over the cot.

      “You can’t tell anyone,” she said.

      Her mother sighed. “A vampire, Nalia?”

      It was a reasonable question considering Nalia had avoided relationships for the past couple of years, and now had come home with a vampire. Although she hadn’t known Vikas long, it was different with him. Somehow, they’d connected. Despite the tenuous situation, being with him had felt natural, never awkward. Something about it felt right, no matter all the outside forces that claimed it was wrong.

      “He’s not like the vampires in Four Corners. He’s helpful. And considerate. He escorted me to the coven and then back here when he didn’t have to. He made sure I ate.” Oh, damn, she was babbling, trying to convince her mother she wasn’t making a terrible mistake with Vikas.

      Her mother shook out a set of sheets with more vigor than necessary. “I know they are pairing with humans, but with your witch blood, it makes things more dangerous for you.”

      Nalia grunted. “There’s danger for everyone in the division right now, anyway, isn’t there?”

      Her mother’s face contorted as she appeared to wrestle with the information. “You’re old enough to know what’s best for you. I’m glad he’s looked out for you, but I’m your mother and I can’t help but worry. You know the hatred in the division, and how some might react to your relationship.”

      “I hope not from anyone in our village. I mean, after all, he is helping us.”

      Her mother nodded with an understanding look. “The problems usually come from those with extreme views. If we all learned some tolerance and acceptance rather than separation and distance from those who were different, we’d have fewer problems.”

      Nalia couldn’t argue with that sensible logic, especially since she’d been discovering that for herself recently. They finished fixing up the cot and moved on to the next one.

      “I’m worried about you and your father. And with what we have planned for tomorrow—” Her mother choked up.

      “It’s going to be all right.”

      Her mother wiped away tears. “With you and your father so deeply involved in this cause…It’s difficult to watch.”

      “Of course.” Nalia empathized with her mother. She’d always been such a strong grounding force in their family, but so much was at risk tomorrow.

      Her mom stepped over to Nalia and caressed her cheek. “You’re so brave. You always have been. And you’ve taken on so much this past week. I could never do what you’re planning to do tomorrow. But you’ve always been—special. And maybe this is what you’re meant to do.”

      Nalia swallowed a lump, forcing back tears. She hadn’t revealed everything about the visit to the witches. “I met my biological mother’s sister when I visited the coven.”

      “Oh?” Her mother straightened with surprise. “What did she say?”

      So many things. Too much to reveal now—if ever. Her adopted mother raised her like her own and Nalia wouldn’t dare hurt her if she could avoid it. But she deserved to know some of the answers to questions they’d all had over the years.

      “She apologized. Said she thought the safest option was for me to grow up here.”

      Her mother’s cheek twitched. What this meant to her, Nalia could only wonder.

      “And what do you think about that?” her mother asked.

      Nalia stared at her mother. She’d given Nalia all she could, despite the poverty in the village. Maybe growing up here was the best option with her vampire blood. It was dangerous to be around witches or vampires. And with her parents, she was loved.

      “I think she’s right. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been lucky enough to be raised by you.”

      A strange choked up noise escaped her mother. She reached for Nalia and pulled her into a hug. “Me, too, Nalia. You’re my daughter, no matter how you came into my life. And I love you with all my being.”

      “I love you, too.” Nalia didn’t bother holding the tears back this time.

      After a moment, her mother said, “Don’t take any unnecessary risks tomorrow. And come back to me.”

      “I will.” It wasn’t a promise Nalia could swear to keep, but she at least wanted to live long enough tomorrow to see some vampires fall.
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      Nalia

      

      After she finished helping her mother set up the cots, Nalia returned to her apartment. She tried to straighten up, but thoughts about tomorrow worried her. So much could go wrong.

      A knock on the door caught her attention. Was it Vikas?

      She opened it and her heart fluttered when she stared at him. “Come in.” Never did she imagine she would invite a vampire into her studio.

      He entered and she sucked in a breath. His imposing frame made her place seem even smaller.

      “Is anyone going to be upset by me being here?”

      She raised her chin. After what he’d done for all of them, she wouldn’t let what other people thought bother her. After all, her biological father was a vampire and she had to learn to accept that.

      She closed the door. “What I do in my private life is none of their business.”

      He smiled at her and then glanced around. “Nice place.”

      “It’s not much, but it’s all I need.” She gestured at the interior, which had a compact kitchen, small bathroom, and pale blue futon that opened up to a bed.

      The small income she earned while tending to the crops wouldn’t afford anything bigger. She also helped her parents with their stand in the bazaar when she could. They allowed her to support herself and she was proud to not have to rely on anyone else.

      He turned his penetrating gaze on her. “I’m glad you asked me here.”

      When he looked at her that way, it was a miracle she didn’t swallow her tongue. “Me, too.”

      She lost herself in his heated stare, which turned her insides molten. In the next moment, they went for each other. She didn’t know who moved first. All that she was aware of was that she was back in his arms, and he kissed her as if starved for her lips. He backed her against a wall and claimed her mouth with feverish desire. His weight almost crushed her, but she didn’t care. It could be their last time together.

      She reached under his tunic, running her hands over the hard planes of his chest. “Take this off.”

      He broke from her lips just long enough to pull it over his head. Then he pinned her back against the wall, kissing her mouth before scraping his teeth over her throat. A wave of torrid lava flowed through her and she released a soft sigh. She ran her hands over his back, moving them into the waistband of his pants.

      “All of it off,” she demanded. She couldn’t wait anymore.

      “Yes.” He growled as he trailed his mouth along her collarbone. With vampire deftness and speed, he removed all his clothes.

      Her gaze dropped, scanning him naked and hard with excitement for her. She gulped in a mouthful of air.

      “Now you.” A dark glimmer flickered in his eyes as he skimmed his hands under her tunic and pulled it up.

      She helped him remove all her clothes, as frantic to be rid of them as he was. She fumbled as she pulled the leggings off her feet. Finally, they fell onto the futon naked. She didn’t bother to pull it open; that would take more time.

      They explored each other’s bodies with greedy hands while they kissed each other with a savageness that left her gasping for air. Her body thrummed with a rising need as she arched up against him, eager for more. When he slipped a finger inside her, she was already hot and wet.

      “Oh, so good,” he murmured.

      He moved his lips over her throat, lingering there before savoring each breast. Her hardened nipples were taut and sensitive. Mewling sounds escaped her as he tempted her with hot hands and mouth. Her body was aflame, demanding more.

      “I need you. Inside me. Now,” she pleaded.

      She reached for his hard length and when she wrapped her fingers around it, he growled—a feral sound that shot a thrill deep into her already fiery hot core.

      “Yes, my love,” he murmured.

      My love. The sweet words of his velvet baritone replayed in her head. It might mean nothing—after all, he’d said it when they’d first met—but she didn’t care. She loved hearing him say it.

      He positioned himself at her entrance. She sucked in a quick breath as he penetrated an inch. After she exhaled, wrapping her arms around his waist, he pushed in deeper. Once he was fully in, he moved in and out with short and deep thrusts and she arched her pelvis against him, countering his strokes, desperate for more pressure. The tension rose as she reached higher.

      “Let me on top,” she said in between pants.

      He held on to her as they flipped positions. She almost slipped off him, but he held her aloft. With him on her futon, staring up at her through those wild, intense eyes, it was almost enough to send her to the edge. That dangerous look claimed her, branding her as surely as if he uttered the words, you are mine. And at that moment, she knew she didn’t want to be anyone else’s.

      He caressed her breasts as she restarted their rhythm, moving now at her tempo. He caught her pace and rocked his hips against her, giving her the friction she needed. She lost herself in wanton lust. She yearned to reach that intense peak, but dangling on the precipice terrified her. Her muscles tightened as the intense, pleasurable tide rushed through her, sending her crashing over the edge. She cried out as she splintered over him.

      “Yes, my wild tigress. Don’t hold back.” He dropped his hands to grip her hips and then he arched his body beneath her. He pounded into her with three hard thrusts that would have knocked her off him had he not held her so tight. He exploded into her with a feral sound, lifting his head away from the back of the futon before dropping it back.

      He pulled her against him; their slick skin met and their hearts pounded wildly against each other. While they recovered, he alternated between running his fingers through her hair and tracing figures over back.

      As she lay in his arms, she accepted the truth. She’d fallen for him, so much so that she couldn’t imagine her life without him in it. And yet, this might be the only moment she had to show him.

      Hot tears stung her eyes, but she squeezed them back. She wouldn’t succumb to the wild emotions claiming her.

      “No matter what happens tomorrow,” Nalia began, “I want to thank you for all you’ve done for me.”

      “No need. You’ve been the driving force. And you’ve been right. It’s necessary we take a stand—even if we don’t survive to see the outcome.”

      “If we die, the cause dies with us.” She climbed off his lap and sat beside him.

      He turned to face her. “Not if you inspire others to follow your example, motivated to act by your bravery.” He ran his fingers over her shoulders and down her arm. Then he glanced at her with more warmth than he’d ever shown in his jaded expression. “Do whatever you have to do to survive tomorrow. I’ll be by your side.”

      Tears prickled her eyes and she blinked to force them from spilling down her cheeks. “I will.”

      I’ll be by your side. It wasn’t a promise he could keep, since he was headed out first. Still, she replayed his words in her head as they pulled out the futon and made the bed. It comforted her. Then she leaned in to his protective embrace when he spooned her, and she tried not to think of their separation tomorrow.

      

      Vikas

      He woke pressed against Nalia’s warm body. While he spooned her, he inhaled the scent of her hair and recalled the night before when he’d been buried deep inside her.

      Why couldn’t they be like this every day, waking up in each other’s arms after spending the night together?

      He hadn’t asked for her blood last night as he wouldn’t dare weaken her before what they had planned. He’d drunk from an old contact in Four Corners when he had ensured all the vampires in his small army were well fed. But now, the scent of her blood still reached for him, reigniting the yearning that always lay just under the surface when he was near her.

      This morning, they didn’t have much time, but he had to make love to her once more before he left her warm bed for the bleak, cold trek ahead.

      She snuggled back against him and the curve of her ass against his cock made him stiffen. He trailed his hand over her abdomen, bringing it up to cup her breast. She sighed, leaning into his grasp. He kissed her neck, her breasts, and her thighs, going from semi-erect to rock hard in seconds. She did that to him, making him feel like a much younger man.

      Almost human again.

      Her soft, mewling sounds encouraged him, as did the way she ran her fingers through his hair. When he stroked her folds, she was already wet. So responsive to his touch. He loved bringing out this side of her. She was always determined, a fireball on the move to carry out her mission, but in bed, a softer side of her emerged. One he doubted many others had seen. Her expression and her body relaxed.

      He slipped a finger inside her tight channel. Then he teased her with his mouth and fingers until she begged him with half-coherent requests.

      “Please—I need more...”

      He amped up the pressure on her sensitive nub and gave her the heady climax she craved. She shattered around him with an explosive cry.

      “On your hands and knees,” he commanded.

      She murmured in assent and flipped over. The decadent view of her rear drew such a primal response, he couldn’t wait another second before burying himself deep inside her.

      He moved up her body and slid inside her while her thighs still quaked. Her tight slick walls pulsed around him. He alternated between grabbing her breasts and hips as he drove into her, whispering naughty things in her ear. Why hold anything back now?

      With such pleasure, he wouldn’t last long. And he didn’t. He erupted into her with volcanic pressure with a feral growl.

      After they collapsed back onto the bed, panting hard, he only allowed himself a few more minutes before he pulled himself from her warm embrace. He peppered her face and breasts with kisses and then climbed out of her bed.

      “If I don’t go to the Temple now, I’ll never go.”

      With her hair mussed up and eyelids still heavy, she was irresistible. It took all his willpower not to climb back into bed with her.

      She rose. “I have to get ready, too.” She stood before him, still naked, and pressed her lips to his. “Be careful.” She caressed his cheek, gazing up at him. “Come back to me.”

      He stared into her eyes. “I will.”

      They dressed and joined the others at the meeting house, arming themselves for the battle ahead.

      “I’ll meet you at the gates,” he addressed the Guardians. “Hopefully, with good news.”

      He gave Nalia a long look, swallowing hard. Leaving her was tearing him up inside. It might be the last time he saw her. At least, he had the memory of their night together to keep him going.

      He nodded at her and exited the meeting house, turning to face the path leading to the Shivanali Temple. The last time he’d been there, he had vowed never to return after being released from his torturous imprisonment.

      He glanced back over his shoulder. Nalia stood in front of the door to the meeting house. She smiled at him, eyes bright and full of pride. With her silver-coated sword in hand and wide stance, she appeared like a fearless warrior goddess. She had more to risk and fear, and yet she stood tall, ready to take on powerful figures who could crush her life.

      Vikas winked at her and began his trek, ready to face the icy hell that Marco had created in his gilded temple with his twisted regime. The memory of Nalia’s kiss and touch warmed him as he traveled from the village through the damp morning air deeper into Four Corners.

      The miles through the clustered concrete homes stretched on like the expanse of the shield over Charmukh itself—bleak, endless, and impenetrable. The morning air was cool on his flesh and his steps echoed on the pavement of the abandoned streets. Four Corners, once such a vibrant city with covered markets and a bazaar, echoed dreary and lifeless at this time of night. Like a vampire’s undead existence…

      He hoped to strike an alliance with one of the Enforcers. The one he thought he’d have the most luck with was Arun, who’d been his closest friend when Vikas had worked for Marco. Well, friends might have been a generous word for an Enforcer.

      The highest levels of Shivanali Temple loomed smoke gray like a fortress ahead in the charcoal gray night. The moon hovered above the temple, showing half its face, as if sneering.

      Finally, he approached the imposing, black iron gates that surrounded the temple compound and took a fortifying breath. He slipped into the shadows along the perimeter until he found Arun guarding his usual back entryway.

      “Halt!” Arun said.

      “It’s me, old friend.” Vikas raised his hands and stepped out of the shadows. “Vikas.”

      Arun didn’t lower his spear. “What are you doing here?”

      “What needs to be done,” Vikas said. “It’s time to take a stand against Marco. We’ve let this regime go on unchecked for too long and all are suffering.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s time to stop them. The division cannot exist like this any longer. The only ones who gain are the Berkanos.”

      Arun narrowed his eyes. “What are you proposing?

      “You and the other Enforcers. Join with me.”

      His eyes widened. “Are you mad? We’d stand no chance. They’d destroy us. It didn’t work out so well for you the last time you crossed Marco.”

      “I have a plan this time. And numbers. A small army of humans and vampires both have banded together. We need someone on the inside. Like you.”

      Arun seemed to wrestle with the decision. “It’s too risky.”

      “High risk can lead to high rewards. In this case—better living conditions for all,” Vikas said. “Marco rose in a vampire bloodbath in a ruthless pursuit of power. He promised others a better life under his regime—more prosperity for everyone. All lies. He left a trail of corpses as he clawed his way over even those who helped elevate him to his position.

      “Think about how things would change for the better without Marco hoarding all the wealth in the division. No one should be controlling the climate for personal gain at the cost to all. The shield should return to how it was and let more sunlight in. The vegetation would flourish once again. Humans would be healthier. We were both human once before we were forced to change. We need to respect them. Also, we would benefit. We’d be able to gain the nutrients without killing. Too many of them are dying while they are so weak. We are essentially killing our food source. It’s only a matter of time before we destroy ourselves.”

      “But he is well guarded,” Arun said.

      “Since we know how Enforcers function, that gives us an advantage.”

      After several minutes debating the risks with Vikas, Arun said, “What the hell? If it backfires, I’ve lived as a vampire long enough. I’m in.”

      Vikas stepped forward and placed his hand on Arun’s shoulder. “I knew I could count on you. I need to go inform the others.”

      “Come to this back gate,” Arun said. “I’ll let you and the others in here. And then we’ll take him on together.”

      Vikas returned to the village, smiling with the taste of that small victory on his lips. The distance didn’t seem half so long nor as bleak, perhaps because he was returning to Nalia with good news. The mist-covered forests and snow-covered peaks of the mountains served as the backdrop behind Kantari Village. Both locations held happy memories for him now. Sweet, stolen moments with Nalia.

      When he found Nalia waiting with the others at the edge of the village, he beamed. “I have our way in.”
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      Vikas

      

      With Nalia at his side, Vikas returned to the city gates, fueled with the impetus to protect her, no matter what happened. Behind them trailed their small army.

      Pigeons scattered as they approached, taking to the air as if they knew the danger that arrived.

      Nalia stared at the Shivanali Temple before them. Her gaze traveled up to the giant iron decorative gates, which surrounded the compound.

      “The bastards swim in their gilded tower while the rest of us live in poverty,” she said with a bitter edge. “How dare they live in such luxury while so many starve? How did they justify such a vast separation in wealth and poverty?”

      “I know, but we don’t have time to discuss it now,” Vikas said. “We only have a short window. Follow my lead.”

      He approached the back gates as he’d done last time. Two monkeys that resided at the compound scrambled across the grounds. Arun paced the perimeter of the back wall of the temple with his spear raised. The moon had risen in the sky, yet a fog obscured the light, providing more concealment. Nalia glanced at Vikas, and he gave her a slight nod to assure her it was all right.

      Arun’s head turned slightly in their direction. It was clear that he’d seen them, yet he made no indication of doing so. He kept the same pace. When he reached the decoratively carved oak door, he stepped inside.

      “Come on,” Vikas said. “That’s my contact. We’re headed that way.”

      His heart pounded as he crouched low, with Nalia close by. He stuck to the shadows as he crossed the grounds. A trio of monkeys scattered before them, screeching as they approached. She sucked in a quick breath. Shit, the monkeys were like damn guard dogs. Yet, they made so much noise at all hours, it wouldn’t be likely that they’d draw an Enforcer’s attention.

      He quickened the pace. The back entryway was several feet ahead. He held his breath as he closed the distance.

      When he reached the door of the temple compound, he turned the knob and sucked in a breath. He opened the door and exhaled. All was going as he’d planned with Arun, who had left the door unlocked for them. Vikas scanned his familiar surroundings as the others followed in. They were on the lower level where he’d been imprisoned for days. Marco and his inner circle were likely upstairs in their opulent quarters, far from the tiny wretched rooms down here used as dungeons.

      Vikas peeked inside the barred windows to see prisoners locked inside. Likely they were humans being forced to give blood.

      He hesitated. The plan was to rush upstairs and use the element of surprise to take on the Enforcers—but he couldn’t leave the prisoners locked up. As one who had suffered in this dank space, he knew how they dreamed of freedom, one gasp of fresh air outside the suffering atmosphere.

      “Open the doors,” he commanded. “Release them.”

      It wouldn’t take long to help the prisoners escape. If the battle upstairs didn’t end well, at least they would be safe.

      “What?” Nalia peered at him.

      “Quickly,” he insisted. “They’re humans, forced into being blood mules.”

      Nalia exchanged a glance with her father. Then they all hurried into action.

      Vikas rushed to unfasten the bolts, releasing the prisoners. They ranged from young adult to the elderly. If he had more time to explain, he would enlist the able-bodied ones to help them. As it was, they didn’t have enough weapons to share. And a human couldn’t go against a vampire without one.

      “Out that back door,” he directed. “Quick. Go!”

      In the third cell, a tired man with gray hair could barely stand. Vikas helped him to his feet.

      The man glanced at him, blinking as if confused. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re freeing you,” Vikas said. “Now hurry!”

      The vampires moved with quick speed to open the cell doors. The humans then helped direct the tired and confused to safety.

      In one of the smaller chambers, he found a young girl. He paused, stepping closer. Could it be her, the girl the human couple had sent him here to rescue? It was less than two weeks since they’d convinced him to trek to the Temple to save her, only to land imprisoned in a cell. The short timeline made it likely that she was the same girl.

      Unless Marco had stolen other children.

      She appeared to be younger than twelve as she was so emaciated. She otherwise matched the description the human couple had given him when they’d begged for his help: a young girl with shoulder-length hair and bangs and wearing a yellow tunic. She lay on a lumpy cot with grayed sheets. When he entered, she cowered back with fear.

      “You don’t need to be afraid of me.” He took a slow step closer. “Are you Namita?”

      She stared at him with wide, amber eyes. They reminded him of his niece, his twin brother’s daughter who had been killed.

      “I’m not here to hurt you,” he said. “I’m here to free you.”

      She appeared so vulnerable. What had happened to her in the time she’d been imprisoned here? Faint bumps on her neck indicated someone fed on her recently. Probably that bastard Marco. An urge to tear him into pieces rose so quickly, Vikas had to count slowly to calm the growing rage. She was already terrified enough as it was, and they didn’t have much time.

      “Your parents sent me to get you.”

      She moved into a sitting position and then rushed over to him on bare feet over the stone floors.

      “Where are they?” Namita asked.

      “Back home.”

      “Vampires took me from my parents,” she said. “And told them they’d kill me if they tried to stop them.”

      A vein throbbed in Vikas’s neck. “Once we get you out of here, you’ll be safe. We’ll get you back to them.”

      She stared at him through her almond-shaped eyes. Doubt swam in them. He didn’t blame her. After whatever hell she’d gone through at the hands of vampires, he’d have a problem trusting one, too.

      “I’m not like them.” Not anymore. “Climb on my back.”

      She did so, and he rushed out the room. When he spotted Nalia directing others out the cells and to the exit, he said, “I’ll be right back.”

      A heaviness weighed on him. He’d promised Nalia he’d be at her side, but had to abandon that temporarily to save the girl.

      No time to delay. He could do this—free Namita and get back to Nalia before Enforcers caught on to the breach. If there was one thing he could do to redeem his blackened soul, it would be to help this young girl. It didn’t erase his past actions as a vampire or an Enforcer, but it meant he still held onto a part of his humanity. If he could prevent further anguish, why not make the sacrifice? Nalia was willing to do so much for others, disregarding her own safety. Her courage inspired him.

      He carried the girl outside the temple. A woman was scurrying ahead of them. He grabbed one of her shoulders. She turned, horror in her eyes, and raised her hand to strike. When she spotted him carrying a child, she lowered it.

      “Make sure she gets home,” he insisted. He helped Namita off his back and put her on her feet in front of the woman.

      Recognition flickered in the woman’s eyes. She nodded. “Come with me, child.”

      On his way back into the Temple, Arun descended the stairwell. “You’re still trying to save that one?”

      The accusatory tone in Arun’s voice sent a shudder up Vikas’s spine.

      “She’s a child,” Vikas said.

      “She’s human. And I’m a vampire. An Enforcer in this temple. As you once were. Before you turned on us.”

      Vikas’s skin prickled. Full dread washed through him. Arun was never on his side.

      Where were the others? Nalia? They’d ventured deeper into the dungeons to free the prisoners.

      Deeper into a trap…

      “I left when I realized how bad things had turned here,” Vikas said. “Don’t you see it? We need blood, yes. That doesn’t give us the right to force humans against their will. What he did to that child is unfathomable.”

      “We are vampires. We reign supreme over all the division.”

      Arun had likely gone straight to Marco after Vikas had approached him. The bastard probably thought he would be rewarded in more riches. And he likely would be…

      “You sound like Marco now. Surely you don’t think that way.”

      “They’re human,” Arun said. “They don’t matter to us anymore. Not as people, anyway.”

      “She’s a child,” Vikas repeated. “Even if we behave like the cursed creatures we are, we can have standards.”

      “What’s the difference between waiting a few more years?”

      “And that’s the difference between you and me. I don’t see humans as mere nourishment as you do.”

      “Then I feel sorry for you, as it makes immortality all the more unbearable.”

      “Perhaps so. But if it allows me to retain some part of my humanity even in this unnatural existence, so be it,” Vikas said. “You betrayed us—for a monster.”

      Arun snorted. “Who betrayed who? Clearly, betrayal—like beauty—is in the eye of the beholder. You were planning to overthrow Marco. Did you think I’d turn on him? I’ve been loyal to him for many years and he’s rewarded me with more riches than I could ever spend.”

      Vikas scowled at his former comrade, as if seeing him clearly for the first time. How had he been so wrong about Arun? He had been convinced he could sway Arun to their side. If he had brought Nalia with him, she might have been able to read his duplicity. A pit formed in Vikas’s stomach. Another mistake he’d made.

      “How can you tolerate what he’s doing? Destroying life for others in the division.”

      “I’m not here to debate, Vikas.” Arun raised his sword.

      Footsteps directed their attention to a stairway. Marco descended in between two Enforcers, his stark black hair pulled into its usual ponytail, accentuating the high cheekbones and hawk-like nose. In his right hand was Shiva’s trident. Fuck, what the witches had warned was true.

      “Welcome back, Vikas. You should’ve let me know you are coming so I could prepare a proper welcome for you.” He gestured at Arun. “Luckily, we had notice of your arrival.”

      Shit. Arun smiled at Vikas with a smug expression.

      “I’d offer you a proper meal, but it appears you’ve let them go free,” Marco said in a light tone with a menacing under layer. “Oh, that’s right—you brought replacements. How thoughtful.”

      Vikas’s blood froze. Nalia and the other humans were doomed. They’d be captured by Enforcers. And it was all Vikas’s fault. He’d been the one to insist that he convince an Enforcer to get them in. He’d been so sure that it would work with Arun, that he could be persuaded to take a stand for what was right.

      He had to warn them somehow. Vikas pulled his sword from his sheath and was instantly circled by three Enforcers armed with spears.

      “Drop the weapon,” Marco demanded. “And kneel.”

      Vikas stared at Marco. He was all bravado, a superficial display of power for a vampire who feared weakness. Yet, he had three armed Enforcers at his command. Vikas had no other option but to comply.

      He dropped the sword and it clattered on the stone. He kneeled, but glared up at the twisted vampire. “How dare you take the trident from a god? That’s sacrilegious, even for a vampire as soulless as you.”

      “Shiva may have put the shield in place over Charmukh, but I’ve done so much more for vampires. I’ve eliminated our greatest weakness. We no longer need to hide, crippled by sunlight. You should thank me for giving you the day.”

      “I’d prefer the burning rays of the sun over what you’ve done to all those in Charmukh. Everyone is suffering, but you. You live in this temple like in a tower keeping you elevated from all the suffering that you’ve caused.”

      “I’ll be the one to determine your suffering,” Marco promised with a sickeningly sweet leer.

      “How could you enslave those are so young?” Vikas said.

      “Ah, the delicious taste of blood of those between childhood and adulthood. My favorite kind of meal.”

      “Weakening and enslaving the humans isn’t benefiting any of us,” Vikas said.

      “You clearly don’t understand power,” Marco responded coolly. “That is why you will never rise to a position of one.”

      “I’d never hold the cruel reins over the division the way you have.” It would be better to be alone for eternity than serve as a soldier of a corrupt regime. “What is your end goal? For our world to be shrouded in absolute darkness? It’s destructive to all.”

      “Vikas?”

      He cringed when he heard Nalia’s sweet voice. She was headed back towards him, right into the arms of danger.

      “Run, Nalia!” He bolted in her direction, but Enforcers held him back. “Get out of here. It’s a trap!”

      It was too late. She turned the corner and stared with wide-eyed terror at him surrounded by Enforcers pointing spears at his chest.

      “Look at you,” Marco said in a tone that dripped with malevolence. “Pairing up with a human. How sweet.”

      Nalia raised her short sword. “Let him go!”

      Marco laughed. “How charming. This one has spunk.” He took two steps toward her. “You are out of your league here. If I say the word, Vikas will be extinguished.”

      She glared at Marco with burning eyes.

      “Put it down and I’ll let him live,” Marco said.

      “Nalia, no!” Vikas shouted.

      She glanced at each armed Enforcer and then at Vikas. Her bottom lip trembled. “I have to. I can’t let them kill you.”

      She clutched her sword more tightly. For a moment, he thought she might continue fighting. Good, that would give her a better chance.

      Then she kneeled. The scene appeared to unfold in slow motion as the horror washed over him. She dropped the sword on the floor and the clang echoed in his head.

      It was over. They’d lost.

      “No!” Vikas shouted.

      “Take him to the dungeon.” Marco gave Vikas a cruel look. “How soon you return to your old room. You must have missed it.” He nodded toward the Enforcers. “Bring her to the throne room.”

      Arun and another Enforcer hooked Vikas under the arms. He tried to twist from their grasp, but they dragged him toward his cell.

      Marco stepped up to Nalia and curled an index finger under her chin, tipping it up. “You and I shall get better acquainted in private.”

      

      Nalia

      The Enforcers dragged Nalia up the stairs and down a gilded hallway flanked with colorful paintings and statues of the gods. She tried to resist, but they held her tight. They carried her into a room with polished furniture, marble floors, and brilliant-colored tapestries, and cuffed her to a chair.

      She struggled against the restraints, but it was futile. She studied the chair for a weakness. The wood was ornately carved and softened with plush, royal blue velvet cushions, but sturdy. Exquisite like all the furniture in this room, but not as fine as the throne in front of her that Marco perched himself on. He stared at her like a bird of prey eying a mouse.

      The Enforcers left the room. Marco’s stare turned even more intense, increasing her unease more than the cuffs. She was terrified, but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her quiver.

      “What a beautiful room,” she pointed out. “Too bad someone as revolting as you is here to ruin the view.”

      Marco laughed. “Plucky for a human.”

      He rose from his throne and paced before her holding the trident, his boots tapping on the cool marble.

      Although the witches had warned her that he’d stolen the trident, seeing him grasp Shiva’s weapon shot a shiver of despair along her spine. The sleek, gold, three-pronged trident towered over him, curling in elegant points to the gilded ceiling.

      “Interesting you’ve ended up with Vikas. Did you know he once worked for me?”

      Nalia recoiled as if Marco had speared her with one of the trident’s points. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Oh, how lovely. He didn’t tell you. That’s not surprising. I’ve learned long ago that Vikas, once my loyal Enforcer, wasn’t so trustworthy after all.”

      Vikas had been an Enforcer? No freaking way. He couldn’t have kept that from her. If he had served as one of Marco’s guards, who she was fighting against… Oh, she couldn’t fathom it. The betrayal would shatter her. How had she had glimpses of his innermost torment yet not seen that? It couldn’t be true.

      Could it?

      When she didn’t respond, Marco added, “I wouldn’t trust whatever he’s told you. He’s proven that the only one he cares about is himself.”

      “That sounds like more of a statement to describe you.” She wanted to vomit.

      If there was ever a time to get a read on someone, this was it. Not that she ever wanted to get inside a mind like Marco’s, which was likely filled with dark, slithery things. But, she needed to know the truth. About Vikas. About what was in store for her and the others. The Enforcers were searching the Temple for all in their party. She prayed they would find a way to escape before it was too late.

      Rather than containing her mind’s inquisitive nature, the way she’d done for years to keep from drawing on other’s energy, she forced it outward, projecting it directly into Marco’s head. When she sensed herself in his dark mind, she gasped. It was a bleak venture into a desolate space. Before she moved any farther, she was slammed back into her own head, as viciously as if being thrown into the chair.

      “You’re a witch!” Marco declared. “How dare you try to invade my mind?”

      He pointed his claw-like fingers at her and tentacles invaded her mind. Dark, vicious monsters that made her head throb, slithering their way through the recesses of her brain. And then, they were yanked away.

      “And a hybrid. A disgusting result of an unholy pairing!”

      As if she didn’t already have enough crippling issues from years of wondering why the witches had shunned her? She wasn’t going to take it from the vampires, too.

      “They were in love!” Nalia declared. “Is that so wrong in a world full of darkness?”

      “A witch and vampire pairing is forbidden for good reason. We don’t need wretched coven blood tainting our systems. There was a good reason my brother was killed.”

      Brother? Her skin tingled as surely as if a thousand millipedes crawled over it. What the fuck was he talking about?

      “Oh, you didn’t know?” he said in a matter-of-fact voice clearly meant to taunt her. “Your father was a Berkano.”

      “No.” She wanted to cover her ears—anything to undo what she’d heard. “You lie!”

      “It’s true. Of course I would know my own brother’s child. That makes you my darling, bratty, insolent niece.”

      This can’t be true. This can’t be. The words echoed in her head as she wished them away. This malevolent soulless monster who caused endless suffering couldn’t be her uncle.

      Yet, she couldn’t lie to herself to ease her suffering. Her father’s identity had always been a mystery. Now it was clear why it had been kept from her. He was a Berkano. The enormity of the statement settled inside her like the weight of the entire temple.

      She descended from the most hated, vile creatures not just in the division, but the world.

      You’re a Berkano. Like Marco.

      No—I’m nothing like him!

      Forget the witches—even the humans would condemn her.

      Even Vikas…

      Nalia struggled to make sense of the revelation. What did she know about her parents? Her aunt had given her a brief snapshot. Even if her father was a Berkano, he’d loved her mother. Didn’t that count for more than his genetic makeup? After all, Nalia shared Marco’s blood, yet was nothing like him. Didn’t she owe her father the same courtesy of not generalizing him into the same categories simply because of his family name?

      “Who are you to judge my father?” she spat. “He chose love over the evil and corruption you spread over the division like fertilizer.”

      “Enough, you insolent bastard!” He slapped her so hard, the chair wobbled on two legs before crashing back to all four.

      Her head fell forward. She breathed deeply as she recovered from the sting of his blow, trying to focus on something on the ground through her blurred vision. His black boots came into view first as he stomped over to her. She glanced up from his feet to see the revulsion in his eyes as they bored down on her.

      “You may be a worthless specimen, but I’m willing to spend time experimenting to find a use for you here. Berkano blood is powerful. It shouldn’t be wasted. Your physiology must be unique. You must have some untapped abilities with your genetic makeup. Your blood could be...”

      “Venomous enough to poison you!” she spat. It was a bluff uttered out of desperation, but all she had to go on now. Her blood hadn’t poisoned Vikas like a witch’s should have. Perhaps it was because of her vampire lineage. Who knew? She couldn’t allow herself to be experimented on by Marco, or to be exploited for more of his power-hungry lust. Or become a blood whore for the vampires in the temple.

      Marco laughed without mirth. “Witch blood is intolerable.” He grabbed her by the chin and forced her to look at him. “I don’t know how your traitorous father could touch one in any intimate way.” He leered at her. “Maybe his blood mixed with a witch’s would lower the toxicity. After all, you are partially one of us.”

      “I don’t care what’s in my blood. I’m not like you—and never will be!”

      Although she’d wanted to belong to something for as long as she could remember, she would never fall so low to cling to a Berkano family member.

      Marco grabbed the back of her head and leaned down so their faces were mere inches apart. Crimson fury blazed in his icy blue stare. The scent of blood oozed from his mouth.

      “You think the vampires are so evil? We are not the ones who killed your parents,” Marco said. “Don’t think I have any love lost for my brother, though. He was a traitor to his kind and I would have killed him if they hadn’t gotten to him first. They probably would have killed you, too, that day, if you weren’t so well hidden.”

      Don’t say it. Don’t say it. Although she guessed what was to come.

      “The Makara witches killed them.”

      No. No, no... Her mother’s own coven killed her and Nalia’s father?

      Of course they did. They punished them for breaking the rules that kept vampires and witches from mating.

      They’d punished them for love.

      In a cool, detached voice, Marco said, “I know the perfect experiment for my problem with you.” With a lecherous smile, he added, “I may even outdo myself this time.” He shouted, “Enforcers! Take her to the dungeon.”

      Two Enforcers entered from the hallway.

      “Lock her up. With the traitor, Vikas.”

      Shit. What did Marco have in store for them?

      “You two will have plenty of time to get acquainted and get to know each other better. Since clearly, you don’t know my former Enforcer that well at all.”
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      Vikas

      

      When Nalia appeared at the door to his cell, Vikas thought he was dreaming. She was his fantasy come to life—the bravest woman he’d ever known. Seconds later, she was inside the cell with him. An Enforcer locked her in.  His dream of seeing her turned to a nightmare as she was now in prison, too.

      Why?

      “Oh, Vikas.” She rushed to him.

      He enclosed her in an embrace and inhaled her scent, letting it wrap around and comfort him.

      “Nalia,” he whispered into her sweet-smelling hair, grateful he even had the chance to be with her for however short their time may be. “I’m so glad to see you here.” With a wry grin, he added, “Well, not in jail, but alive. And with me.”

      “What do you think happened?” She pulled back and searched his eyes.

      “An Enforcer betrayed me. Marco was expecting us.”

      “Shit.” She grimaced.

      “Do you know what happened to the others?”

      “They’re all being rounded up, I think. Likely in the cells next to us.” He swallowed. “I’m so sorry, Nalia. This is all my fault.”

      “Nonsense, don’t take the blame for him. Like you said, he betrayed you.”

      Darker thoughts penetrated his relief at reuniting with her. “Damn it.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “This isn’t good. Marco put me in here with you for a reason—and not thinking of our happiness at being reunited.”

      Her expression turned grim. “I know. He figured out what I am, being a hybrid. And he mentioned this was part of an experiment.”

      Vikas’s stomach hollowed. “Tell me exactly what he said.”

      Her eyes flickered with torment. “It’s all so bad. I don’t even want to say it.”

      “Nalia, it’s important that you tell me. We have to work together to get out of here.”

      Her bottom lip trembled as she appeared to wrestle with what to reveal.

      “He thinks my blood might make me powerful, and no doubt he wants to exploit that. But since I have witch blood, he wants to see if it’s toxic. So, I’m guessing he wants another vampire to drink first.” She nodded at him. “I think I’ve figured out which one.”

      “Ah, that makes sense. And with me, it’s an excruciatingly sweet victory for him.” The deadening realization of what Marco had planned zapped through Vikas like he’d been jolted by electricity. “Shit—it’s all making sense. Cruel sense in the way only Marco could envision it.”

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “it’s more than just an experiment. He gets to play his game again.” He swallowed and gazed into her warm eyes. “This time, with you.”

      Confusion flickered in her eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ve been in this situation before. He’s locking me in here with you because he knows my hunger will grow. And eventually, he thinks I will attack you.”

      “No.” She covered her mouth and then dropped her hand. “Oh hell, you’re right. It makes complete sense.”

      Vikas closed his hands into fists. “I won’t do it.” Determination blared fierce in his eyes. “I’m not a young vampire any longer. I’ve learned self-control. I don’t care if I turn into a dry carcass, I will never harm you, Nalia.”

      She tilted her head and appraised him. “You don’t have to attack me. What if I offered you my blood?”

      “It would help, but only for so long. If they starve you, you will wither. Your blood will provide fewer nutrients. It won’t be enough to sustain me. Or you.”

      Nalia slapped her hands down to her sides. “Well, we’ll just have to think of something. There must be a way out of this.”

      Vikas wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head. “I hope you’re right.”

      After several moments, Nalia pulled away from him and narrowed her eyes. “Before we go on, I have to ask you something. What was your relationship with Marco in the past?”

      Vikas’s skin prickled before dread swept through him. “Why do you ask?”

      “It’s something I should know, don’t you think?”

      “Did he tell you something?”

      Vikas gritted his teeth. If Marco spoke to Nalia about anything concerning him, it wouldn’t be a favorable characterization.

      “I asked you a question, Vikas. One I’d like you to answer.”

      One thing he loved about Nalia was her steadfast determination. But when it was directed at him revealing something he would rather forget, it lost its appeal.

      “I’m sure whatever he told you, he did so in a way to paint me in the worse possible picture.”

      “Let me decide.”

      Shit, he had to tell her the truth. That he was a monster and she would hate him for it.

      “I worked as one of Marco’s Enforcers.”

      She gasped. “Oh, my God. What he said was true. You actually worked for him?”

      He nodded. The shame flowed through him. He cast his gaze down to the stone floor.

      “When?”

      “In the not too far distant past, unfortunately.”

      “Don’t be vague,” she said. “When?”

      “Up until last year.”

      “I can’t believe it, Vikas. I thought you were different—better than them. How could you have justified aiding what he was doing?”

      “He wasn’t always this terrible. Well, he didn’t show it, at least.”

      She raised a brow. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “It’s true. He gained many supporters. He fed off the discontent and promised to make things better. Maybe not for humans. But for vampires, he promised us better living conditions. He was very smooth about it. Promised jobs, prosperity, access to blood, and so on. With Charmukh in chaos after the Rift, he offered us a chance to rebuild and move toward progress. We believed in him. I believed in him. And it seemed to work at first. He provided us with blood and riches. I’m ashamed to admit how I was blinded by his duplicity and lies. He deceived me. Deceived us all.”

      Nalia closed her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t know what to think.”

      She turned from him and paced to the far wall.

      “Please know I would never betray you. What I did in my past, I regret. I was a fool for not realizing what was happening sooner. I would spend eternity trying to undo all the wrong.”

      She spun and faced him. “Tell me.”

      “Tell you what?”

      “Everything.”

      Shit. No way was he going to get out of talking now. They were locked in a cell and she was pissed at him.

      He blew out a long exhale. “You might want to sit down. It’s a long story.”

      Once she sat on the flimsy cot, he sat next to her. He took a deep breath and began.

      “I told you how I was changed around twenty years ago. For around fifteen years, I dealt with the grief of all those I’d loved by trying to forget. I tried to adjust to my new life as a vampire and tried to distract myself. Building my cabin helped me with that. It was my refuge. Once it was completed, I had too much time to think. I needed a distraction. When I had been human, I worked in an educational institution, where I’d instructed recruits in both in combat and formal academics. I yearned to do something useful with my time again, instead of brooding every night. Working as an Enforcer in Four Corners seemed to be the closest equivalent for a vampire in my position.”

      Vikas paused to gauge Nalia’s reaction. She was watching him, appearing to listen intently without judgment. At least, not yet.

      “Marco had overthrown the previous vampires who were in power, including the ones who had killed my family. They were cruel, and I was glad to see their regime over, grateful that he had done so. He didn’t appear to be such a cruel leader back then, but one who would bring about positive changes,” he continued. “Marco promised us that life would be better for vampires if we followed his instructions and served him with loyalty. He respects loyalty above all else. He demands it. Yet, the more power he gained, the more he clung to it. His brutality grew worse with time. He wielded his power like dictator rather than a diplomat.

      “When the atmosphere began to darken, nobody could pinpoint exactly when it had started nor why. It must have occurred in a minuscule, incremental fashion so as it wasn’t suddenly noticeable. Eventually, the brightest part of day was as dim as twilight. Vampires rejoiced at first—we could walk beneath the distilled sunlight at any hour. One of our major weaknesses had been eliminated. Eventually, we discovered the consequences. The lack of sunlight affected humans most of all, which in turn weakened us. With Marco beaming over the twilight in Four Corners, we suspected he had something to do with it. For far too long, I turned a blind eye. When you’ve been a vampire for as long as I have been, you force yourself to turn off emotions to help you survive the endless existence ahead. Eventually, I questioned him.”

      Vikas recalled the interaction as he told Nalia.

      “This power was bestowed upon me by vampires,” Marco said. “And now look at us. Vampires first. We are the most powerful beings in the division. No longer are we shunned into the darkness, relegated to the whims of witches and humans who ruled the day.’

      “But the lack of sun is hurting us all,” Vikas replied. “We no longer have a healthy food supply. It’s not good for anyone in the division.

      “Once we’ve established ourselves as leaders in Charmukh, I’ll consider reducing the intensity of the shield where the humans live.

      “The darkening of the shield has been you’re doing. How have you controlled it?”

      “I’m hardly foolish enough to reveal the source of my power.”

      “This is madness! It’s wrong to force others under your control this way.”

      Marco replied with a warning glare. “‘I’d be careful if I were you. You wouldn’t want me to think that your loyalty to me is questionable.”

      “Subjugating others isn’t the right way,” Vikas insisted.

      “You have a choice,” Marco said. “Remain here as an Enforcer and do as I say. Or leave Four Corners.”

      Vikas glanced at Nalia. “I chose to leave. For many months, I lived a simple life in my cabin. Then a human couple sought me out. They knew I was once an Enforcer, and they begged me to get their daughter back. Marco had snatched her. I didn’t respond right away. My conscience was already blackened by far too much. But we all have a line that cannot be crossed. Marco crossed it by taking a child.” He rubbed his hand over his mouth. “Just picturing what may have happened to her… I returned to the temple, some place I’d vowed I’d never to step into again, and I discovered how bad things had become.”

      “How?” Nalia asked.

      “Marco had taken humans against their will, forcing them to be blood mules. For as long as I can remember, vampires and humans had an agreement. The humans who wished to provide blood would receive something in exchange. Whether it was money or protection or some other form of payment—it was done willingly on both sides. I confronted Marco, telling him he was taking it too far. That he had to release them all, especially the child. You can imagine how he responded to a former Enforcer interfering with his plans.”

      She pursed her lips. “Not too well, I’m guessing.”

      “He locked me in this cell. And he starved me, like he’s doing now. I don’t know how many days or nights went by as the time passed and thirst grew.”

      “None of the Enforcers helped you? Weren’t any of them your friends?”

      Vikas glanced around the cell, remembering Arun’s betrayal, which is why he was here. “Arun had twice sneaked blood to me. He’d admitted that he had doubts with how Marco ran his regime. That’s why I thought he’d help me. Help us. I was wrong. Marco exerts too much power and exacts extreme punishments on those who defy him, making them a warning to others. Eventually, Arun’s visits ceased. Probably because he knew it was too risky.

      “When I was near mad from starvation, Marco released me. Arun and another Enforcer escorted me out of the temple and far beyond the city gates. They knew I was feral with hunger and would very likely attack the next human I found.” Vikas fixed his eyes on hers. “I took to the forests in search of any animals to help me get by. Luckily, I found some grazing sheep. I tore into one, ravenous, and drank enough to take off that maddening edge. But it wasn’t enough. I needed more blood after such a prolonged period without it. And when I scented human blood, I followed the trail.”

      “Holy shit. That’s when you found Hiran and me, isn’t it?”

      He nodded.

      “It all seems—so twisted.” She shook her head. “I don’t even know what to think.”

      “Then don’t right now. It’s not like we don’t have plenty of time to kill in here.”

      She stood and turned away from him, pacing the cell. He remained seated at the cot. He watched her feet and counted her steps as she reached each wall and turned back.

      She didn’t speak much to him for several hours. He assumed she was processing what he’d revealed. He didn’t blame her. He gave her space to deal with it—as much as possible while confined together in a small cell.

      Finally, she sat next to him. “He wants me to turn against you. I won’t let him manipulate me. We’ve all made mistakes, but you’ve turned around and tried to help us. You’ve made a tremendous sacrifice in doing so, and you wouldn’t be locked up here now otherwise. I understand why you wouldn’t want to tell me about certain things. We all have things we’re not proud of.”

      “Thank you, Nalia. That means a lot to me.”

      “Going forward, we concentrate on getting through this. Together.”

      He swallowed a lump in his throat and nodded. “I agree.”

      That night, she curled up against him. He was grateful for her forgiveness and her warm body to comfort him.

      But, for how long? Soon, he would turn into a monster, craving blood. Would she look at him the same way his wife had on seeing what he had truly become?

      The hours passed slowly into what seemed like days. As Vikas suspected, they were not brought any food or drink. It was difficult to gauge the passing of time without a window or a clock. The only indication was the increasing thirst.

      Marco was slowly starving them, which was characteristic of his ways, and a more intense version of how he been squeezing everyone out in the division. Nalia appeared to weaken as the time passed, and spent most of her time slipping in and out of fitful sleep.

      As her hunger grew, so did his bloodlust.

      When she sat across from him on the stone floor, she said, “I can see the thirst in your eyes. You need to drink from me.”

      Oh, how he’d love to tap that precious vein in her neck and drink her sweet nectar. But he refused to give in to hunger. He wouldn’t let Marco win. He wouldn’t suffer the same fate as last time, killing her like he’d done to his wife.

      Hunger burned in Nalia’s eyes. Hunger had a distinctive look.

      “No. I won’t drain you. Without you having food or drink to replenish your blood, it would make you even weaker.”

      As more time passed, her eyes turned wild. “Vikas, it’s growing. Becoming unbearable.”

      She leaned against his shoulder, sagging against him as they sat on the stone floor of the cold cell. He ran his hands over her head.

      “I know, my sweet tigress. I’m sorry. I’ll find a way to help you. Convince an Enforcer to get you food and water.”

      She lifted her head and faced him. “That’s not what I need right now.”

      “What is it then?”

      Fuck, he recognized the feral glint in her gaze before she answered.

      “Blood.”

      He blinked several times while he processed it. They were both trapped in here with a growing hunger and lust for blood.

      Damn it. Why was Marco torturing them this way? It was one thing for Vikas to suffer, but seeing Nalia like this crushed his heart into ash.

      Hours passed. In a moment of clarity, she pulled her knees up to her chest. “I haven’t told you something yet. Something else that Marco told me.”

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      Her expression turned fierce. “My father—my biological father—was Marco’s brother. That makes me a Berkano.”
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      Nalia

      

      She clamped her hand over her mouth. Not only had she admitted her desire for blood, which had grown more acute, but she revealed her father’s identity. Even hearing those words filled her with revulsion.

      “Please. Don’t tell anyone,” she added in a rush. “And no, I don’t want blood. Ever.”

      Vikas gazed at her with incredulity. “Your father was a Berkano. I never would have thought… but yes, it makes sense.”

      “What makes sense?”

      “Being a hybrid witch and vampire would be a potent mix in itself, but to have Berkano blood—that of such an ancient lineage of vampires—that would make you incredibly powerful.”

      “You don’t hate me for being one of…them?”

      “Do you hate me for being one of them?” he replied. “You’re part vampire. No matter how you’ve fought against that part of you, it is a part of you. And with that comes the thirst for blood.”

      “I’ll never drink it.” She shook her head, trying to force the image away. “It’s repulsive. Horrid. Unthinkable.”

      “Not to a vampire.”

      “Vikas, don’t make it more difficult for me. Don’t you know how tough this is for me? How long I’ve fought this?”

      “I know how difficult it is to resist the hunger, but not how long you’ve struggled. How long?”

      She waved her arm in a dismissive gesture.

      “How long?” he repeated.

      “Years, okay? But it’s something I ignored, like the rest of the things about me that made me different. But the yearning for blood was never more acute as when we made love in your cabin. Well, until now, that is.”

      She glanced around their cell, anything to avoid looking into his eyes. They were so damn penetrating, and no doubt, he would persist until he got the answers he sought. Yet, there was nothing to focus on besides the gray stone, the only thing distinguishing one from the other was the shade of gray and shape of stone—characteristics she’d practically memorized by now with how long she’d stared at the walls.

      Vikas drummed his fingers on his thigh. His gaze darted around the same stone walls as he appeared to try to put the pieces together—similar to how these stones, each in a different shape and size, somehow came together and made the walls an impenetrable fortress, much like their quandary.

      “A vampire’s lust for blood and sex are often intertwined,” he said at length.

      “I’m not a vampire,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Your father was a vampire,” he said in a gentle tone. “Which makes you—”

      “Hell-freakin’-no!” She waved her arms to the side. “Don’t even say it.”

      “Nalia, the time for fighting who you are is past. You need to embrace it—and then maybe you can come into all your gifts.”

      “Gifts?” She raised her eyebrows. “You call wanting to suck blood a gift?” She shook her head with disgust. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “This is something I wouldn’t joke about.” Vikas rose and paced in their cell. He had to turn every half a dozen steps or so due to the confined space. He murmured as he rubbed his chin. “Nalia, I’m thinking something—something you might not like.”

      She gave him a wary look. “What is it?”

      “That you are the only one powerful enough to fight Marco. But, you need to embrace all your abilities to do so.”

      Nalia stood and pushed out her hand, palm forward. “What are you talking about?”

      “He’s acquired too much power for the other vampires to overcome. I sensed it when he found us in the dungeons. The witches won’t go near him, and I’m guessing it’s because he’s found a way to draw dark magic into himself.”

      “Ok, he’s a bad ass vampire. I get it,” she replied.

      “It’s more than that. You have the strength of all of us combined. If you embrace your gifts, think of how powerful you could be.”

      “Whoa.” She crossed her arms. “That also means I have all their weaknesses, as well. I mean, look at when I agreed to let you drink my blood. I thought my witch component would poison you. But it didn’t happen, did it?”

      Vikas paused and then resumed pacing. “True. I think if you work with all your gifts instead of shunning them, your strengths offset the weaknesses.”

      Her hands turned clammy, and she wiped them on her pants. “I’m afraid of going to the darkness, Vikas.”

      His eyes were full of understanding. “Without darkness, we wouldn’t appreciate the light.”

      He raised his arm to his face. When he opened his mouth, his fangs emerged.

      Her heart pounded. “What are you doing?”

      He sank his teeth into his wrist. The sound of his fangs slicing into his own flesh excited her on some primitive level. The coppery scent of his blood filled her nostrils. She briefly closed her eyes, inhaling the sweet fragrance. He offered his arm to her. Crimson rivers flowed like twin streams over his forearms. She watched it, transfixed.

      “I can’t drink from you,” she said in a low voice, and nudged his arm away. “You’re already starving for blood and I’d be taking more from you.”

      “Trust me.” His words came out like a hiss as his fangs had emerged.

      Should she? He might be wrong, and this would be a terrible mistake. This one step might send her down a path to darkness from which she could never return.

      She took a deep breath and caught his gaze. In his blue eyes, she found the courage to continue. He gave her the understanding and acceptance she’d yearned for.

      He offered his wrist again. “Drink.”

      After a flicker of hesitation, she opened her mouth and latched onto his arm.

      The tangy sweet liquid coated her tongue. The blood she craved finally flowed down her throat. She moaned at the exquisite taste of it. Not repellent at all. After suppressing her desire for so long, it almost seemed like a fantasy now. She swallowed, while sucking all that he’d give her as she lapped at it. Oh, what heaven. He tasted of wilderness, freedom… life. Why had she denied herself the unparalleled experience?

      “That’s enough, Nalia.”

      She ignored him. She’d waited so long for this. She clung to his arm with both hands, refusing to let go.

      “You must stop.”

      She groaned, not budging. He released her grip on his arm and pulled away. She fell back against the cell wall, breathing heavily.

      “Why did you do that?” She glared at him.

      “Because you will drain me. I’d be of no use to any of you then.”

      She replied with a grunt.

      “Take a step back. Your mind is clouded by bloodlust right now, but you can find a way through. Remember who you are. Remember why we are here.”

      Couldn’t he leave her alone? All she wanted to do was drink more blood. Why did he have to bother her with thoughts and reminders and all that bullshit?

      “Nalia, it’s me, Vikas.”

      His voice came out soft and warm, settling over her like a velvet cloak. A glimmer of clarity shined through the crimson cloud covering the air. She clung onto that glimmer, a sort of white light shining through that red haze.  As she fixed her gaze on it, that clear vision point expanded, forcing a wider opening through the cloud. Yet, that tainted mist pushed back, like a power-hungry demon seizing control. Even worse—she sensed it was part of her, a beast that had awakened and refused to be tamed.

      “Yes,” he encouraged. “I can see you fighting the bloodlust. Come back to me, Nalia. I want nothing more than to have you in my arms. In my bed. In my life. If we ever get out of here, we’ll go wherever you like.”

      A future with Vikas in it. His offer gave her the courage to push forward. As she struggled with the battle within, sharpness pierced her head as acutely as if she’d been stabbed by a sword. She fell onto the stone floor and writhed on the ground. Grabbing her head, she shrieked at the battle raging inside her. Foreign sounds she’d never uttered before escaped her lips. A clash between the woman and beast had started within, witch and vampire competing for dominance.

      “Don’t try to defeat the vampire within,” Vikas said. “It’s a part of you. Witch, human, and vampire. Let yourself become what you were meant to be.”

      “No, no, no!” She struggled more as the internal war escalated on.

      Her vampire side wanted blood while the witch demanded psychic fuel, clawing for Vikas’s essence. Her brain screamed like she was being stabbed with daggers, as the various parts of her psyche tore at each other, vying for control. No wonder hybrids were considered an abomination—witch and demon couldn’t even exist peacefully in one body.

      The violence inside was ripping her apart. She crouched on the floor, wanting to crawl away from it all, end the suffering. She couldn’t withstand the pain much longer.

      “Nalia, I’m here with you.” Vikas kneeled beside her. “Stay with me!”

      Inside, her demons shredded her. She would never survive it. They were going to splinter her into a thousand shards. If she died, it would end. Nobody could hurt her any longer. She crawled into a ball and begged for death.

      “Bring them together, Nalia.”

      Fuck it. Anything to stop the pain. With a shattering cry, she forced all her energy at her inner beings. They crashed into each other, melding as one being, rather than separate parts of her that yanked her apart.

      For a moment, the pain ceased. The world turned clear, like it never had before. Lightness shined so great, as if the shield had suddenly lifted off the division and the sun shined through without filter.

      Her surroundings sharpened with crystal clarity. The tiniest pores in the stone wall seemed to pulse as if it were alive. A surge of strength flowing through her veins gave her more vitality than she’d ever felt. The hunger that she’d denied herself for so long subsided at last. Her body screamed with victory, as it electrified and transformed her into a more powerful version of herself, greater than she ever thought possible.

      A voice deep inside her whispered, Gather the energy of the universe inside you. Intuition told her to attempt what her aunt had taught her, when she’d demonstrated harnessing the earth’s energy. She spread her arms wide and turned her hands palms up, following some internal compass that guided her. Reaching out into the universe, she called the energy to her. Tiny, power-packed particles seeped in through the cell and penetrated the skin on her palms and trickled into her veins. As it joined with the new vitality that now fueled her, and was powered by Vikas’s vampire blood, her body heated up. It happened so quickly—and in such an intense fashion—she whimpered.

      “Nalia, are you all right?”

      Shards of energy splintered off from the main flow, lighting her body like it was a pyrotechnic display. It was too intense. The amount of power and energy flowing through one person was too much. She could never survive it.

      “It’s burning me up,” she cried. Arrows of pain shot through her like archers had set up a damn training course inside her chest cavity. “All the power. It’s going to consume me.”

      He gave her a worried look. Then he swallowed. “Can you pass some on to me?”

      “How would that work?”

      “Not sure. But Marco planned to drain you and take your magic somehow. So, I would need to drink from you.”

      “You have before. How would it be different this time?”

      “Not sure. But maybe you can help. Use your magic to project your essence into me, I’m guessing.” He covered his chest. “Go ahead. I can take it.”

      She hesitated. What if something went wrong?

      “I’m trying to save you, Nalia!” Vikas shook her shoulders. “Let me help you.” After a moment, he said, “You don’t trust me.”

      “That’s not it,” she cried. “What if it’s too much? I don’t want to hurt you.” The fire scorched through her veins like lava. “It burns. So much.”

      Still holding her shoulders, he stared at her. “Whatever happens from this point on, we go through together. Whether we live or die. My fate lies with yours.”

      Tears swam in her eyes. “Yes. Together.” She tilted her neck. “Okay. Drink from me. Just enough to take off the edge.”

      He gave her a solemn look. “I promise.”

      Vikas opened his mouth, reared his head back as he extended his fangs, and then pierced her throat. The volcanic rush that burned her cooled, replaced by a simmering, comfortable heat.

      As he drank from her neck, she directed her energy to where the blood flowed from her throat.

      The sensual nature of the transfer flooded her, yet it was marked with something more this time. Something deeper. What connected them together now seared her with its permanence. They’d joined together somehow. She would sacrifice herself for him, just as he was willing for her.

      He was the only one for her. Fate be damned. The only one.

      He pulled away from her neck long before she expected him to. He had to be ravenous after not feeding for so long. Despite his blood-stained fangs and red-tinged eyes, his expression was vulnerable.

      Dark tentacles reached in from her peripheral vision like crawling shadows, overcoming the light. Something was wrong.

      She fixed her gaze on Vikas. “I’m sorry—I tried.”

      Then the darkness claimed her.
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      Vikas

      

      Fuck, what had he done?

      Vikas crawled over to Nalia, releasing an anguished wail. Was she dead? Had she died because she had listened to him?

      How stupid of him to think he knew best? He’d convinced her to drink blood, and look what it had done. He had thought it was only the bloodlust at first until a different rage had flickered in her eyes. It was much bigger than that. Witches and vampires didn’t create offspring for a reason—they despised each other. How could she have lived for so many years with different sides of her clashing within?

      “Nalia, wake up.” How he managed to keep his voice gentle with such fear mounting within was astonishing.

      The slight rise and fall of her chest indicated she was alive. A jubilant cry escaped him. In that moment, all became clear. He loved her. No matter how foolish he told himself love was, and that it could only lead to pain, it had developed all the same. He loved her and he would do anything to keep her safe.

      He sat and pulled her head onto his lap and then stroked her cheek. At least she was breathing.

      Maybe she just needed to rest. Whatever had happened had taken so much out of her.

      As he held her, he gazed at her face. She appeared at peace, so different from the turmoil that had twisted her features moments before. He let her sleep. After all, it wasn’t like they had any place to go. They were trapped in a cell, and it looked like they might die in one together.

      If that was to be the case, so be it. But he would do whatever he could to keep Nalia safe and get her out of here.

      He had thought putting himself on the line for someone was stupid. Futile. It only led to more grief. But when it came to love, it was worth it. She was a unique woman born of such a forbidden tryst. And she was remarkable.

      And he loved her.

      He held her in his arms and let his feelings envelop him. It had been decades since he’d allowed himself to love. The guilt, the self-hatred after what he’d done to his wife had contributed to the shutdown. Although it had turned to hell at the end, he would never regret the times he’d spent with his wife. They had loved each other and made each other happy. Love could accomplish that in a way nothing else could. And even when fate inevitably intervened, it could never eliminate the love that had existed.

      A single tear rolled down his cheek and onto Nalia’s breastbone. He stared at it, that single drop over her heart. It meant something. It had to. After a great inhale, he let out the anguish. The weight that had filled his chest dissipated, fleeing his body after being trapped in there for so long.

      He’d loved his wife, but it was time to release the guilt. He was ready to move on with Nalia.

      If they survived, he intended to start the journey forward with her.

      As the minutes passed, something strange happened inside him. At first, he thought he was imagining renewed vitality spreading through him, but as the intensity grew, it rang clear as reality. As her blood fueled his depleted system, it invigorated him like he’d never experienced. His senses blared to life as acutely as when he’d first turned vampire. His strength was magnified as if powered by a dozen men. Strangest of all was the feeling of intuition. Like he understood what needed to be done to bring the universe back into balance.

      Nalia stirred.

      “Nalia,” he said. “Can you hear me?”

      She moaned and turned her head.

      “Nalia,” he repeated. “It’s me, Vikas.”

      Her lips moved and her eyelids fluttered. A few seconds later, she opened them.

      “Vikas.” Her voice came out just above a whisper.

      “You’re awake!” He bent down to cover her face with kisses.

      She smiled. “Take it easy, tiger.”

      He laughed at the use of the word he’d used for her in the past. “Are you all right, my wild little tigress?”

      She worked her way up to prop herself by her forearms. Her gaze drifted off, as if considering his question, and then she faced him. “I may have evolved into some powerful mutation, but otherwise—yes.”

      She gave him a wry grin.

      Vikas laughed. “I missed that spark. It was too quiet in here.”

      She pulled herself up to sit propped up against the stone wall and furrowed her brows. “Something strange happened when you drank from me. Did you feel it, too?”

      That intimate moment of their connection was something he would never forget. “Yes.”

      A blush rose in her cheeks. “Intense, huh?”

      “Quite.”

      She pulled her knees up and then slid them back down. “Are you okay with what happened?”

      He assessed the transformation within. Sure, her gift had made him stronger, but even more powerful was the love he felt for her. It encompassed him, bringing him a sense of contentment he had never experienced as a vampire, and perhaps not ever.

      “I’ve never felt better in my life.” With a one-sided grin, he added, “Human or immortal.”

      She smiled with a radiance that illuminated her face. “What do you think it means?”

      “That we’re joined. Some call it mates, others, partners. It doesn’t matter what we call it. All I know is we’re meant to be together.”

      “No matter what happens out there?”

      “No matter what.” He gave her a solemn nod. “I think you passed on some of your power to me.”

      She contorted her face. “Sorry. For a vampire, I’m sure having witch essence in your system doesn’t sit well.”

      “It doesn’t bother me at all, my sweet Nalia. In fact, I’m honored.”

      She tilted her head. “Why?”

      “Because we are connected now, and whatever we must face, we will take on together.”

      The heavy clanging of the metal lock turning caught Vikas’s attention. The door opened and Deven, one of the Enforcers, stood in the doorway.

      Vikas scowled at him. “Here to torment us some more, old friend?”

      “No time to chat, Vikas. I came for her.” Deven nodded at Nalia. “Get up.”

      “Like hell you will.” Vikas rose, stepping in front of Nalia.

      Deven reached for his sword. “You’re rather sprightly for someone who should be drained.”

      True, if that were the case. But now Vikas had Nalia’s blood pumping through his system. He lunged for Deven. Deven swung his sword. Vikas ducked and swooped from behind Deven’s kneecaps. Deven crashed to the floor.

      As Nalia reached for Deven’s sword, Deven reached for her.

      Vikas put his foot on Deven’s chest. “Don’t.”

      Vikas reached back, keeping his gaze on Deven. “Nalia, hand me the sword.”

      She might be fast and powerful, but he didn’t know if she had vampire speed, and he wasn’t going to take any chance that Deven could get to her.

      When she handed it to him, he held it before Deven’s throat. “What does Marco want with Nalia?”

      Deven glared at Vikas, saying nothing.

      “I asked what he wants with her.” Vikas touched the soft flesh of Deven’s throat with his sword, making his threat clear.

      “What do you think?” Deven spat.

      Vikas narrowed his eyes. “I’m asking you.”

      He pressed down with the sword, just short of slicing the skin.

      Deven recoiled from the blade. “Marco believes in a prophecy, one in which he’s threatened by one with great powers and few limitations. As a hybrid, she fits the description. He fears she may be powerful enough to destroy him.”

      “What does he plan to do?” Vikas asked.

      “He’s been monitoring you both to see what happened when you drank from her. Seeing that you weren’t harmed, he plans to drain her of all her blood, taking her magic with her essence, and then kill you both.”

      When Nalia gasped, Vikas said, “I won’t let that happen.” He kept the sword pointed at Deven and motioned to Nalia. “Come.”

      She moved to the open doorway. Once she passed through, he backed out while keeping his sword aimed at Deven. Nalia locked him in. As they ran off, Deven pounded on the door. He wailed and called for help. Vikas let out a mirthless laugh. Like anyone would come. How many times had he called out for someone, anyone, and his cries had gone unanswered? Nobody listened for the distress of prisoners from their gilded rooms upstairs in the temple.

      Vikas hurried down the stone hallways.

      “Now what?” she asked as she matched his pace.

      “We first free the others and then force our way upstairs into the weapons room. That’s where they’ll keep what they confiscated from us. But we don’t have much time. I don’t know how Marco was monitoring us. He’ll catch on quickly.”

      “Got it.” Nalia went to work unlocking the cells and freeing the others. When she freed her father, they embraced quickly. She caught Vikas’s eye and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      A warm feeling spread through him. He’d had too many days and nights rotting in a cell, questioning his actions as the hunger grew. For that fleeting moment of witnessing that look of admiration in her eyes, it was worth it.

      After they freed the remaining prisoners, her father whispered, “I thought you were dead.”

      She shook her head. “Just separated from everyone else. I’m glad to see you’re okay, too.”

      Her father addressed them all in a hushed tone. “We must continue the plan as if we hadn’t been caught. I still don’t know what happened. It was like they were expecting us.”

      Vikas hung his head. “They were. It was my fault.”

      “What’s done is done,” her father said. “What matters now lies ahead.”

      “Right,” Vikas replied. “Let’s retrieve the weapons.”

      He led them up a stairway closest to the weapons room. As he expected, an Enforcer paced the hallway guarding that wing. Vikas motioned all to stay quiet. When the guard’s back was turned, Vikas snuck up from behind him and slashed his throat.

      The Enforcer tried to cry out, but only a gurgle sound escaped him. His eyes bulged as he grasped at his neck and crashed to the floor.

      Vikas opened the weapons room and dragged the Enforcer in. Then he severed his head to finish him off.

      Nalia and the others followed into the room. She stopped, mouth falling open as she stared at the bloody act.

      She snapped it shut. “I know we have to stop Marco,” she said, focusing on Vikas, “but how are we going to manage that?”

      “We have what he fears most,” Vikas said to her. “You.”
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      Nalia

      

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Nalia put her hands up as she stared around the vast room that was stocked with more types of weapons than she could ever identify. “You’re putting too much faith in me. I fear I can only let you down.”

      “If what this prophecy indicates is true,” Vikas replied, “you’re the one who can bring him down.”

      Her father handed her the short sword, which had been confiscated. “Come on, let’s get you properly outfitted.”

      She searched for her kukri. She found it amid a stack of knives where others were gathering their weapons as well.

      Nalia spoke to Vikas in a low tone. “The prophecy failed to mention that I’m not as strong as a vampire. I’m not as crafty as a witch. And I have all the limitations of a human.”

      “The power is in you. I know it is. I believed it when we were in the cell, and I am even more sure of it now.” Vikas slipped his arms into a bulletproof vest and fastened it.

      “But how am I going to fight him? He’s immortal.” She mirrored his action and put on a protective vest.

      “So am I.” Vikas grabbed a shield. “And I’ll be by your side.”

      She raised her brows. “My bodyguard?”

      He gave her a one-sided smile. “I’d guard you with my undead life.”

      He picked up a sheathed sword and strapped it over his back.

      She followed with her sword. “I hope I can use this well enough so you don’t have to.”

      “You have more than the ability to use weapons, Nalia. It’s that energy that you control. It lives inside you. That is something rare. A power Marco would kill for.”

      She took a deep breath and exhaled. You can do this.

      Once all were armed, they exited the room. Vikas led the way.

      When she almost tripped over a turtle that crawled down the hall, she gasped. She expected obstacles, but nothing like that. What an odd resident of the temple. Vikas put his finger over his mouth indicating they needed to stay quiet. He pointed at the turtle so others wouldn’t be startled by it.

      They crept down the hall as stealthy as mice stealing grain from a silo and then they took their assigned places hidden around the temple.

      “Now,” her father commanded.

      The vampire and human team spread like a virus through the temple, hoping to take the Enforcers by surprise.

      Nalia followed Vikas, clutching her sword. Vikas crept up behind an Enforcer parading down the hall. As he closed the space, the Enforcer caught on to his approach. He spun, reaching for his sword, but Vikas already had his sword raised. He plunged it into the Enforcer’s chest. The Enforcer cried out as he clutched at his torso and then fell. Vikas pulled out the sword and hacked into the Enforcer’s neck. Blood burst out like a crimson rainbow fountain over the pristine white marble of the temple wall.

      The scent of blood perfumed the air, an intoxicating call to her now, and she was only part vampire. If the noise didn’t indicate what was going on, then the scent would notify the Enforcers soon enough.

      Vikas turned his head away at the dead vampire, a look of disgust on his face. How difficult this must have been for him. He had served with these Enforcers. They might’ve even been friends at one point.

      Other Enforcers ran down the halls and sprang into the fight. Within moments, the silence in the temple was replaced by war cries and shouts of anguish. Blood rained over the expensive interior of the temple, staining silk tapestries and marring statues of the gods. All her training in self-defense did little to prepare her for the actual sensory overload of the brutal engagement: the battle cries and screams of pain and anguish; the spilled blood, which filled the air with its distinctive scent and made the floors slippery; the swinging of too many deadly weapons to identify, all intent at one thing—destroying the opponent. This wasn’t a game; it was life or death with paralyzing fear that she had to ignore.

      She stayed close to Vikas as he slashed his way through Enforcers. To her left, her father fought an Enforcer, sword to sword. The Enforcer’s strength and speed overpowered her father, knocking him to the ground. As the Enforcer raised the sword, she screamed, running towards them. In the next moment, a blade pushed through the Enforcer’s chest and he keeled over. It was Kami. Another Enforcer slashed into him from behind, taking him down to his final death on the marble floor.

      She gasped, overwhelmed with shock and gratitude.

      Kami had saved her father’s life.

      She rushed to her father to help him up.

      He pointed past her. “Watch out!”

      An Enforcer grabbed her wrist from behind her, and she slashed his arm. He shrieked as he stared at the wound and then turned a feral gaze her way. The look in his eyes spelled murder. He lunged for her with outstretched sword and extended fangs.

      She raised her sword, pointing the blade at him. She held the weapon tight and plunged it upward as he landed on it. The immense impact made her lose her grip and both he and her sword crashed to the marble floor.

      She stared down at him, panting for breath. What the hell had just happened? He’d moved at vampire speed—far too fast for humans to see.  But she witnessed the impending attack and was able to act. Was it because she had drunk Vikas’s blood, or because she was part vampire herself?

      Who the hell knew? The altercation wasn’t over—and the vampire wasn’t dead. He hissed as he rolled to his side and surveyed his chest. He pulled out her sword.

      She backed up and reached for her kukri. “Stay back!”

      Vikas spun from behind the Enforcer. Her heart sang. Vikas!

      He slashed his sword through the vampire’s neck. The awful sound of the blade slicing through the resistance of muscle made her turn her head.

      “You all right?” Vikas asked.

      All she could do was nod. She’d been moments away from having a pissed off vampire tear into her before he rescued her.

      He shook blood from his sword and droplets scattered on the floor. “Get your weapon.”

      Shit, yes. No time to think about her relief. She reached for the hilt of her sword, which lay beside the vampire’s headless torso. She avoided staring at the corpse, now only a blood-stained mass of torn flesh. She glanced at her father to see him back in the fight. Then she followed Vikas deeper into the fray of the temple.
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      Vikas

      

      He almost ran straight into Arun, who stood in a defensive position, as if waiting for Vikas to come.

      “Don’t do this,” Vikas said.

      “Don’t be stupid.” Arun sneered. “This is what I’m supposed to do. What you should still be doing.”

      Arun pulled out his sword and lunged for Vikas with a hiss. Vikas deflected the blow with his shield and then struck. Arun deflected it. They clashed and carried at a speed that humans would never follow. Since they’d trained together in the past, the battle was evenly matched. They knew the same techniques and defensive maneuvers. Battle cries and the clang of swords echoed in the temple.

      The slash of Arun’s blade pierced Vikas’s right side. He cried out. The spike of adrenaline that jolted through his system kept him in the fight and he lunged back at Arun. Each of their movements was fast and fierce. They aimed at vulnerable spots to exact a fatal strike.

      Arun inflicted another wound across Vikas’s abdomen and knocked his sword away. Arun raised his sword, and confidence spread across his face as he rushed forward to strike the victorious blow. Vikas eyed his sword, several feet away. He rolled for it, sucking in a breath. If he didn’t reach it in time, it was over.

      A woman’s cry pierced the air. Vikas turned to see Arun’s face contorted with surprise. When he fell forward, Nalia appeared behind him. Her knife stuck out of his back like an arrow to the sun.

      “I couldn’t let him kill you.” Her eyes were wide open, stark with terror.

      Vikas stared at her. Then he glanced at Arun bleeding out on the white marble. He grabbed his sword and slashed it through the back of Arun’s neck. A fountain of crimson rained out from his severed head.

      “Take your knife,” he told Nalia.

      She grimaced, but pulled it out while avoiding looking at it. Once she’d retrieved her weapon, Vikas rolled Arun onto his back to finish the act. He raised his sword and plunged it into Arun’s chest cavity, ensuring the heart wouldn’t be able to regenerate.

      Vikas leaned forward and exhaled. The toll of battle settled with a heavy weight on his body and mind. As a vampire, he was no stranger to violence, yet its senselessness of all the despair that ensued seemed to echo around him.

      When he turned, Nalia was gone. Where had she disappeared?

      Damn that woman. She’d been running off on suicidal tasks since he’d met her, as if she thought she was invincible.

      He dashed down the hall, searching for her. His boots pounded over the stone floor. He turned a sharp corner and then froze. Marco had snatched Nalia. He was forcing her into the throne room. She dragged her soles along the stone floor and clawed at the walls, slowing their movement.

      Vikas’s blood stirred and then tumbled through his veins like a raging inferno. He chased after them, roaring. As Marco tried to close the door, Vikas pushed his arm and shoulder into the crack. He forced his way into the room before Marco could shut him out.

      “It’s over, Marco. You’re surrounded.” Vikas was bluffing. He didn’t know a damn thing of what was going on with the others. The battle could go either way.

      “Horse shit.” Marco took Nalia in a bear hold from behind her. “A straggly band of humans and a few decrepit vampires are hardly worth noticing.”

      Nalia struggled to squirm out of his hold, but he didn’t flinch.

      A river of rage rushed through Vikas, but he had to remain calm. “Don’t touch her.”

      He stepped closer to them.

      Marco raised a cool eyebrow. “I should thank you for carrying out the experiment just as I planned. Now that I know her blood won’t poison me, I’m happy to indulge and take her power—despite having to taste her filthy witch blood.”

      He opened his mouth and clamped his fangs onto her throat.

      Nalia screamed and pounded her fists against Marco. Vikas’s fury skyrocketed. Fueled by her blood, he soared at Marco and yanked him off her. Marco quickly recovered and reached over to Nalia, pushing her across the chamber floor. She landed with a thud on the marble.

      “Perhaps I made a mistake by letting you live. This time I will not be so forgiving.” Marco grabbed the trident from a stand in the corner in the room. He pointed it at Vikas. Lightning raced toward him, striking his chest and jolting him like a thousand fire bolts. Agony shot throughout his body. He collapsed, writhing as the fire skipped and multiplied over every nerve ending.
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      Nalia

      

      “No!” Her scream rang through her ears.

      She couldn’t let Marco hurt Vikas. He was writhing on the floor, face etched with anguish. She stepped in front of him and raised her hand. She stretched out her fingers and threw her magic outward to protect him.

      A dazzling, iridescent glow spread out into fiery ball. It prevented Marco’s dark magic from progressing.

      Holy shit. She was using her powers to combat Marco, the most powerful vampire in the division.

      She wasn’t sure what came out of her hands. When she projected her energy, it was more instinctual than planned. But, she couldn’t let Marco hurt the man she loved.

      The magic her aunt had taught her came together in this energetic thrust. Perhaps, what she’d said was true—love was the greatest magic of all.

      No time to think of that now. Not with all the emotions coursing through her body, as well as that energy projecting from her fingers and blocking Marco from reaching Vikas.

      “Drop your arm!” Marco demanded.

      “Never.”

      It was insane for her to face someone so powerful. Perhaps what Vikas had said was true, and she was capable of doing so much more than she thought. Whatever the reason behind it, she wasn’t going to let it go. She wouldn’t allow Marco to hurt Vikas, or anyone else.

      Marco twisted the trident to find another way to reach around her to get to Vikas. She adjusted her projection, continuing to protect him. She had to continue. The alternative was too dismal to consider.

      He turned the trident directly at her chest. The impact of his dark magic hit her like a condensed blast of misery and pain. She released an animalistic growl as she reinvigorated her efforts with a burst of strength.

      From her peripheral view, Vikas rose and then stumbled. She couldn’t pull her attention from Marco as they struggled for control to get a closer look, but he pushed forward, reaching for something on the ground.

      The sword!

      She had to keep Marco distracted. Continuing the conversation about her biological father  was sure to enrage him.

      “My father should have been the one to live, rather than you,” she said. “At least, he could overcome the prejudices that consume you. He was able to love.”

      Marco sneered. “Hardly an asset. Look at the filthy result of his love for a witch!”

      “Let her go,” Vikas demanded, raising the sword.

      Marco turned the trident to strike Vikas, but wasn’t quick enough. Vikas struck Marco with a shattering war cry, a crushing blow that crashed through Marco’s shoulder and into his chest cavity. Blood sprayed from his insides like a crimson celebration of fireworks and confetti. Marco fell onto the marble floor with a thud. He clutched his chest and floundered, legs kicking out. He twitched and then stopped moving, staring with dead eyes into nothingness.

      Nalia dropped her hands, releasing the energy that had coursed from her body. She stared, mouth agape, at the downed vampire. Exhaustion hit her like a weighted cloak dragging her down.

      Through ragged breath, she said, “Holy shit. Is he dead?”

      Red rage still roared in Vikas’s eyes as he stared at Marco’s motionless form. “He better well be.”

      Vikas stepped forward and extracted the sword impaling Marco’s chest. From what she’d seen today, decapitation would follow. Nalia turned her head, having witnessed that scene one too many times already. The sickening sound of a blade slicing through Marco’s neck and hitting the marble floor with a clang didn’t prevent her from picturing it.

      “It’s over, Nalia.” Vikas’s voice sounded like it came through a tunnel. “It’s finally over.”

      She exhaled. The adrenaline and energy of using magic zapped all her reserves. All she wanted to do was sleep for a decade. Closing her eyes, she sank into a welcome state of oblivion.
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      Nalia

      

      Nalia opened her eyes. She was in a bed that wasn’t her own. The room was familiar, though. Dark wood panels and two bookshelves flanked a fireplace.

      Vikas’s cabin.

      She sat up in his bed.

      “You’re awake.” He was reading a book next to the fireplace. He put it down on a small table.

      “What am I doing here?” She looked around. “How did I get here? Where’s my father? The others? Are they okay?”

      He strode over to her with a beaming smile and raised his hands. “Whoa, one question at a time. Your father is fine. We lost Kami.”

      The battle returned to her. She’d seen Kami fall, saving her father. So many emotions rushed through her. Kami had killed Hiran, but ended up saving her father. Maybe even others in the village as well.

      A furrow line appeared between Vikas’s brows. He sat on the bed next to her legs. “After the battle with Marco, you passed out. From exhaustion, I think. The Enforcers put down their weapons after hearing of his death. I told the others you’d be best off recovering here. I swore to take care of you. It took some convincing, but they finally relented.”

      She blinked as she remembered. “The details are fuzzy, but I remember the exhaustion. I’d never felt so drained before. Had I known that would happen, maybe I could’ve planned to replenish the energy somehow.”

      “I’d have given you whatever you needed, had I known.” His eyes were warm and expressive.

      After all they’d gone through together she believed his words in her heart.

      “I know you would have, Vikas. I’m sorry for ever doubting you. After what Marco told me about you working for him, it shattered me. I felt betrayed. But I understand why you kept it to yourself.”

      “You had every right to doubt me. If the situation was reversed, I’d think the same. But what matters is that we came together in the end. And we defeated him. We couldn’t have done it without you. You were like a goddess of fire—spectacular in every way.”

      She still couldn’t believe she’d been able to summon power of that caliber. “It was a specific kind of magic my aunt taught me.”

      “And what kind is that?”

      Warmth rose in her cheeks, but she said it, anyway. “Love.”

      “Oh?” With a sidelong glance, he grinned. “Does that mean you love someone in the temple? One of those dashing humans, perhaps?”

      “You, you goon.” She grabbed a pillow off the bed and threw at him.

      He caught the pillow and laughed. “Interesting. And here I thought you were just using me for my body.”

      She cocked her head. “Well, yes, I plan to. And often.”

      “Good. Because I love that, almost as much as I love you.”

      Warmth spread into her. Then the realities of the chaos that lay outside the doors of the cabin followed. “What happens now? I mean, the witches and vampires still despise each other. I’m still a mix of both. If they find out, they’ll destroy me.”

      “You’re not the only one now. I took part of your essence into me, remember? Including your witch essence.”

      “Yes. How do you feel? Is it weird?”

      “It’s incredible and I told the others we were only able to defeat the darkness in the division due to your powers. That you stand as a symbol for what we can accomplish when we all work together. They think of you as a hero.”

      Nalia breathed with somewhat more ease. Yet, so many questions were left unanswered.

      “But still, there’s so much hatred between the species?”

      Vikas sported a grim expression. “It’s difficult to tear down years of building a wall between us, but now we’ve torn down the first few bricks.”

      “How?”

      “They know what we’ve accomplished together, Nalia. The humans and vampires may have led this battle into the temple, but we never would have defeated Marco without your training from a witch—your aunt.  Your father and some others are en route to talk to the coven to solicit peace between us all. They’ll suggest a truce. An agreement going forward.”

      “Like what?”

      “A democracy in which all have a voice in Charmukh.”

      Nalia climbed out of bed. “Holy shit. You accomplished a lot while I was taking a little nap. I should sleep more often.”

      Vikas laughed. “You were out for about two days. We had time to talk and figure out a plan moving forward on a positive momentum.”

      “With Marco dead, it doesn’t change the fact that people are starving.”

      Vikas gave her a lopsided grin. “Well, hope you don’t mind, but I volunteered us for another mission together.”

      In a wary voice, she asked, “What?”

      “Although I love the time we’ve spent here in the cabin, I’ve also quite enjoyed our travels together—the good and the bad. Basically, I’d be happy doing anything, as long as it’s with you. And I thought we’d be the perfect pair to return the trident to Shiva.”

      She jerked her head. “You have the trident? Here?”

      “Yes.” With a smile, he added, “And yes.”

      She searched the cabin, but didn’t see any sign of it.

      “It’s locked up. Safe.”

      “They let you take it?”

      He chuckled. “We did bring down the big bad vampire terrorizing the division. Hardly a time to question who would best serve in that role, now is it? While we journey to Kailash Mountain, you’ll have plenty of time to consider an idea that’s been tossed around.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “That we have a role in governing the division.”

      “Hot damn, Vikas. Now I need to consider a career change, too?” She flashed him a wry grin.

      “I’m afraid so.” He laughed.

      “What do you think will happen once we return the trident?”

      “We can ask Shiva to lighten the intensity of the shield. We should be able to grow crops again soon. We can ask him to help them flourish sooner.”

      “But Vikas,” she began, “you and all the vampires—you’ll have to hide from the sun. You’ll return to the darkness.”

      Vikas leaned forward and kissed her. “You’ve brought me a light brighter than any sun. That’s all the light I need to see.”
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        When Darkness Whispers

        A Romance Reviews Top Pick!

        

        Some memories are better left forgotten...

        Haunted by an unclear past, biologically enhanced Marine, Eva Montreaux, can't be distracted from her mission. With American servicemen being brutally murdered on the island of Okinawa, it's more than priority. It's critical. But when her investigation brings her face to face with Marcos Delacruz, it triggers memories. Ones she lost. Memories that somehow include him.

        Marcos Delacruz has tried to forget the woman who left him with nothing but empty promises. Even now, three years later, Eva doesn't seem to express any guilt over breaking his heart. In truth, she seems to barely recognize him. This deployment has been challenging enough with too many restless spirits haunting the island. But when his own investigation forces him to cross paths with her once more, Marcos discovers there may be a deeper truth.

        With the number of murders climbing rapidly and the rising need to track the murderer across the tropical island, Eva struggles to reclaim what she lost. But the island holds darker elements--a serial killer. One that doesn't appear to be human.

        Thrust into a world she can't escape, Eva must discover a way to stop a murderer from destroying anyone else's future, but how can she succeed if she can't even remember what role Marcos played in her past?

        

        When Darkness Whispers is full of paranormal romantic suspense you won't want to put down! Go undercover with a supernatural team into a world of vampires, gargoyles, shifters, demons, and ghosts. If you like haunting mystery, spine-tingling suspense, and Japanese mythology, you'll love When Darkness Whispers!

        

        "Wow If I could give this story more than 5 stars I would... Suspense, Mystery, and Thrills all in one book." ~ Book Nook Nuts

        Read Now!

        

        Tempted by the Gargoyle

        Stone Sentries series

        

        A Night Owl Reviews Top Pick!

        Meet your perfect match this Saturday night—or your perfect match for the night.

        

        The eclipse of the red Supermoon sends crowds into Boston for an evening hyped up for a night of passion, one not to be missed. Boston police officer Larissa Riley wants nothing to do with the media-driven event, but her friend convinces her they need to move past the bombings at the Boston Marathon, which still affects them both. They visit a new gothic-themed club where Larissa is disturbed by the attractive stranger eying her.

        Roman, a gargoyle shifter and commander of the Stone Sentries, patrols from the rooftop of a club on the night of the eclipse. The Supermoon bodes danger and he puts all his sentries on watch. When a blast of dark magic soars past him, he searches for its origin and fixes on a brunette. Something about her is different, demanding all senses be on high alert. Is she dangerous? Or is she in danger?

        Deciding a night with a hot stranger would be good for her, Larissa invites Roman back to her hotel, unaware he is surveilling her. The night takes a dark turn as secrets are uncovered and danger moves in. Her beloved city is under attack. Larissa must decide who to trust before all is lost, including the fate of her closest friend.

        Read Now!

        

        Knights of Stone: Mason

        Highland Gargoyles 1

        

        A Romance Reads Top Pick!

        

        Few have ever dared to cross the boundaries--until now...

        

        With a quarter century of burning hatred between the inhabitants of the Isle of Stone, Kayla knows all too well it is forbidden to cross boundaries. But that doesn't keep her from being sorely tempted.

        

        Drawn to discover the secrets beyond the tree witches' forest, Kayla is intrigued by the talk of unconventional rock concerts in gargoyle territory.

        

        But when she risks everything to sneak away from the coven, she never expects to return night after night, not just for the music, but for one particular gargoyle who captured her heart with his guitar.

        

        Nor did she expect that her attention had not gone unnoticed...

        

        With plans to seduce the pixie-like female, Mason spent several nights keeping a watchful eye on his prize, unaware she's not just a passing visitor. But when he discovers she's a tree witch, an enemy to his entire kind, Mason knows that anything between them would be forbidden. No matter how strong the temptation...

        

        But other elements command their attention.

        

        Something much more dangerous haunts the wolf shifters of the isle....

        

        With the magic veil thinning there will be blood... and the full moon is coming.

        

        Knights of Stone: Mason is the first book in a shifter paranormal romance series with a Highland touch and a hard hit of rock romance. If you like hot men in kilts, dark paranormal thrills, and forbidden love, then you'll be hooked by the Highland Gargoyles Series!

        

        Other books in the Highland Gargoyles series:

      

      
        	Knights of Stone: Mason

        	Knights of Stone: Lachlan

        	Knights of Stone: Bryce

        	Seth - a wolf shifter romance in the series

        	Knights of Stone: Calum

      

      
        Chateau Seductions, a Paranormal Erotic Romance Series

        Darkness Rising

        Antoine Chevalier harbors a secret. Born a gargoyle shifter, he wants nothing more than to cultivate his art. His hard work pays off the night he completes his greatest sculpture. But the excitement of his accomplishment doesn’t last.

        He’s drawn the eye of the wrong group—a clan of vampires. Antoine wakes into darkness, changed. Shattered. His dream of becoming a renowned sculptor is destroyed.

        One question remains—how will he ever survive an eternity of darkness alone?

        Darkness Rising is part 0.5 of the Chateau Seductions series by USA Today Bestselling author Lisa Carlisle. Readers have requested more on the dark and mysterious Antoine. In this short story, Antoine tells his tale, which continues in the series with Dark Velvet. Dark Velvet is written from Savannah’s perspective as a newcomer to an art colony who is intrigued by the proprietor.

        Read Now!

        

        Dark Velvet

        Grad student Savannah Evans is thrilled to be accepted as a resident to a prestigious art colony. Where else would she be able to focus on her craft of writing poetry in a setting like that of the medieval-styled castle? The remote New England island is a respite from her hectic city life. When she meets her benefactor, a mysterious French sculptor, her expectations for carefree days writing near the ocean are distracted by unprofessional fantasies about her sponsor.

        Antoine Chevalier built Les Beaux Arts on DeRoche Island to bring purpose back to an existence that has lost meaning. He’s wandered the earth for decades and finds solace in returning to art. When Savannah applies for a residency, something about her words touches him. After her arrival, a physical attraction grows between them, which he struggles against.  She deserves more than someone of his kind.

        Antoine proposes they become lovers during her stay. But the situation turns complicated when Savannah discovers his secret. She had suspicions about his identity, but finds the truth overwhelming. Consumed by her desire for Antoine and faced with a tough decision, she is blind to the danger that has arrived at DeRoche Island.

        

        “Dark Velvet has a dark eroticism that makes you want to be Savannah. It is a book that is a good, quick and darkly thrilling read.” ~ Books and Beyond Fifty Shades

        

        “…insanely hot chemistry between the female protagonist Savannah & vampire Antoine.  Their intensity starts off right away and you’re not a chapter in before it takes off like a rocket!” ~ Paranormal Romance Junkies

        Read Now!

        

        Dark Muse

        It takes time before Gina Meiro warms up to people and her shyness is often misunderstood. She hasn’t had to worry about meeting new people at a remote art colony until a new resident arrives—a rock guitarist more suited for a billboard. Her carefree days of painting at the medieval-styled castle on a remote New England island are shattered when she stumbles right into his welcome gathering. 

        After a falling out with his band, Dante Riani wants nothing more at Les Beaux Arts on DeRoche Island than solitude to work on new songs. When a shy young painter asks to paint him at sunset, he’s tempted by the opportunity to be alone with her. 

        Someone at the colony claims to know what Dante is and asks for his help. Dante fears his plans are coming undone, especially as grows more drawn to Gina. Her scent and vulnerability are too difficult to resist. But he must stay away from her—she would never understand his secret. 

        

        While it is a story about struggle, it is also about love; and doing whatever needs to be done to be with the one you are attracted to. I really enjoyed the dynamic between Gina and Dante. This story has the perfect amount of witty banter, sex, and romance.”

        ~ 5* Review of Dark Muse from Books and Beyond Fifty Shades!

        Read Now!

        

        Dark Stranger

        Wolf shifters come to Chateau seeking a missing pack member. During an altercation, Cameron Stevens, the manager of the art colony, is separated from the others. He ends up alone with Nadya, one of the female shifters.

        Together, in the forests of DeRoche Island, they struggle against conflicting feelings. In addition to battling each other as well as their mistrust, they fight a powerful, inexplicable attraction to one another—one that leaves them irrevocably entwined.

        They’re mates? Cameron can’t comprehend or accept such a thing is possible. They’re two different species and their worlds don’t mesh. He can’t fight the heated desire burning between them and her touch is impossible to resist. His heart and mind aren’t on the same page where she’s concerned. One thing is certain—Nadya is stamped on both.

        

        ***** FIVE STARS ***** – “I have read the first 2 books in this series and could not wait to get my hands on this one; and I was not disappointed. The thing I love most, is that while this is a story about paranormal creatures, you can still relate to the trial and tribulations that they go through. You can relate to how each character is feeling, even though you are nothing like them.” 

        ~ Books and Beyond Fifty Shades

        Read Now!

        

        Temptation Returns

        Antonio returns from the Marine Corps to begin a new life as a civilian. While visiting Cape Cod, he meets a strange woman who reads his Tarot cards. He doesn’t believe in such nonsense; after all, he’s a Marine. When he returns to Boston, he receives a ticket to a rock club where he runs into the one woman he never forgot.

        Lina can’t believe Antonio is back in town, right before her wedding. Being around him again resurrects long-buried feelings. Will she be able to resist temptation in the form of a dark-haired Italian Marine, the same man who once broke her heart?

        

        4.5 Hearts from Books and Bindings

        “This saucy little story hit the spot with interesting characters, some humor, some spice, and a thoughtful NA second chance love story about a returning vet with a few issues.”

        “I enjoyed the story, humor, and steam – oh yeah, did I mention the spice?  Let’s mention it again just to be safe.”

        Read Now!

        

        Dress Blues

        Sometimes it all comes down to timing...

        Volunteering at a cat shelter is much calmer than the adrenaline-fueled skirmishes of Vivi Parker's last deployment in the Marines, but her limp is a constant reminder of what she endured. The shelter is her sanctuary, her one relief from memories that haunt her. At a fundraiser, she runs into a man she could never have while she served, but had never forgotten.

        Active duty had its challenges, but starting over as a civilian in Boston is more difficult than Jack Conroy anticipated. When his mom and sister drag him to a cat benefit, he never expects to see a woman he last saw in Dress Blues--a woman he couldn't have, but could never forget.

        Vivi fears she's no longer the woman Jack was drawn to, able to tackle rock climbing walls or other outdoor challenges. And Jack has decisions he must face.

        Military rules forbade their burgeoning passion. But now, years later, the rules have changed.

        Yet, so have they. 

        Is it ever too late for a second chance at love? 

        

        "Wow! Dress Blues is an awesome, fun, short must read in contemporary romantic fiction with a side of hot military characters and some sweet, fuzzy furballs!"

        "An amazing story of two damaged Marines finding each other again."

        "This is a fun, furry, feel good story of second chances... Ms. Carlisle's writing style grabs you from the first word and keeps you engaged with witty banter and sexy scenes. I loved this short second chance romance with a HEA and I'm sure you will too!"

        Read Now!

        

        Pursued

        A Vampire Blood Courtesans Romance

        A Night Owl Reviews Top Pick! 

        It was only meant to be three nights...

        After watching my mother die, becoming a Blood Courtesan is key to my future in medicine. With loans racking up, all I have to do is pretend I want the money for tuition, and I'm hired. No one can know the real reason for wanting this job.

        But it isn't as easy as it first seems. On my first night as a courtesan at a ball in Salem, I meet vampires for the first time--and flee.

        Vampires are not easily dissuaded. And one in particular, Renato, offers me a proposal I find difficult to resist. He has a dark, smoldering appeal that lures me in. Plus, I might gain the insight I seek.

        I'm supposed to provide a service and will be paid well for it. But my feelings complicate our arrangement--and endanger my life.

        It was only meant to be three nights, but can I walk away now?

        Welcome to the shadow world of Blood Courtesans...where vampires are real and blood is a commodity.

        It's not supposed to be about love...until it is.

        PURSUED is part of the Blood Courtesan series, starting with REBORN, Myra's story. See the full list of books here: bloodcourtesans.com.

        Read Now!

        

        Visit lisacarlislebooks.com for the latest releases, news, book trailers, and more!
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