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 WICKED PASSION 
 
      
 
    She's a temptation he's willing to risk everything for. 
 
    Desperate is an understatement for the path Anya’s life is on. A human trapped in a simmering war between witches and vampires, she will do anything to survive. Blackmailing the Coven leader seemed like a good plan. Then she falls at the feet of Nico Berkano, head of the vampire nest, and she wonders if sleeping with the enemy isn’t a more pleasurable option. 
 
    With the human population dwindling, vampires are in danger of starving, and the only solution Nico sees is to form a truce with the witches. Anya’s unexpected arrival at a secret meeting between himself and the Grand Coven Mistress tests the tentative trust between vampires and witches, particularly when Nico claims Anya as his mate. 
 
    Anya is a human complication he doesn’t need, one his brother thinks he should kill, but he’s willing to risk everything for a taste of her. 
 
    WICKED PASSION is a full-length standalone steamy romance set in The Berkano Vampire Collection. Stories can be read in any order. To learn more about the collection, visit FallenSorcery.com  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 1 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Not blood. Not blood. 
 
    Anya squeezed her eyes shut, mentally repeating the mantra even as the image of the growing spot on her ceiling lingered behind her eyelids. 
 
    She’d almost missed it among the dozen other spots staining the once-white plaster surface. But that afternoon, she spent long enough staring at it to finally discern the darker color, indicating it was fresh and definitely not just water. 
 
    She wanted to dismiss the red tint; refuse to acknowledge the possibility it was blood. The building was off limits to vampires. Warded by not only Coven magic, but also by the natural repellents the residents set up. A vampire intrusion would have been unlikely and anything else happening upstairs—whether witch or human instigated—was not her concern. 
 
    But if it was blood—human blood—she needed to deal with it before a vamp took the risk of investigating. And despite her desire to remain ignorant, she just wasn’t stupid enough to take the chance. 
 
    With a groan, she rolled from the couch, grabbed her jacket from the hook by the front door and shrugged it on, then went to the sole window in the small apartment. Sliding it open, she climbed out on to the fire escape, careful to avoid disturbing the new wards she’d laid the previous night. 
 
    Crouched behind the railing, she surveyed the alley. From there, she could make out the old onion-domed buildings lining the west side of the city. The vamp side. 
 
    A few years ago, they’d managed to start the solar power plant back up, though only generating enough for their buildings. Witches controlled the east side of the city with magic and preferred a more pagan approach, using fires and vibrant flames of blue magic to light their buildings. Humans were stuck in the middle, too wary of attracting attention to light anything up. They dwelled in the darkness that had once been sanctuary to the vampires and witches who now controlled the division. 
 
    With no sign of vamps, she carefully made her way up the steps to the next level of the complex. The rusted metal creaked beneath Anya’s weight. She hesitated, but the frigid air seeping through her clothes pushed her on. 
 
    The neighbor upstairs had made so many glaring mistakes, practically daring the vamps to attack, she was amazed they’d survived so long. Wooden boards nailed across the window haphazardly left wide gaps so any blood sucker around could see in. Wards were carved into the windowsill, but nowhere deep enough to contain the amount of clove and rosemary needed to seal the ward and keep the vamps from entering. 
 
    Despite the neighbor’s poor preparation, Anya didn’t consider the possibility of any Berkano vamps being in there. They knew better than to leave a mess, particularly one that soaked through the carpet and floorboards. 
 
    The vamps living on the fringe of society, the feral ones who killed to feed, although messy eaters, would never leave that much blood behind. She’d witnessed more than a few ferals licking drops of blood from the ground. 
 
    She squatted outside the window and listened for any sound that might indicate someone, or something, was still inside. A minute ticked by, and she shivered as the growing darkness sucked away what little warmth the sun gave. One hundred eighty-two days of freezing temps and wickedly bitter winds was too many, one hundred eighty-one too many. 
 
    Although, when winter broke within the next day, she’d be begging for the cold again as suffocating heat swept across the division. 
 
    It was a heat inflicted by the Rift that had devasted the globe and isolated their small pocket of Russia from everyone else. As the Rift took hold outside the barrier, the year had been split into two seasons—deep, bitter winters every Russian expected, and a scorching hot summer that left the land dry and dusty like the deserts shed seen pictures of in her mother’s books. The only green areas were in the Gulag where witches maintained a magical sector for food production.  
 
    Anya shivered, and she shifted for one last survey of the alleyway. With no one in sight and no sounds coming from inside the apartment, she stood, stepped as far back as the fire escape landing would allow, then kicked the loose boards. They caved in easily, clattering to the floor. 
 
    She snaked between the remaining slats and gagged as the smell hit her. For the first time in months, she was thankful for the freezing temperatures outside. If it had happened in the heat of the summer, the stench would have permeated the entire building within hours. Although with summer coming in hours, it was going to be an unavailable issue. 
 
    The apartment was larger than her single room and she wondered yet again about the person’s level of stupidity. A bigger place meant more space to defend. She crept across the empty living room and gently pressed on a door that would lead to the space above her couch. The hinges creaked, and she shook her head at yet another sign this person had been inviting trouble. 
 
    The sight of a dead dog hooked to a blood bag system that had obviously been draining the poor creature wasn’t what she expected, but it did give her a measure of relief. The smell of dog blood might attract feral vamps, but in the city, they were few in number. 
 
    Leaving the dog lying in its blood didn’t sit well with Anya, especially since the blood that had found its way to the floor would continue seeping through to her ceiling, but she knew better than to mess with other people’s things, and definitely not when it looked like it was part of witchcraft. Her neighbor would be back, and if they were willing to go this far, she didn’t doubt they’d go looking for anyone who interfered. 
 
    Backing out of the room, she tiptoed to the window and scrambled between the wooden boards. Giving her hands a brisk rub, she made her way back to her apartment. 
 
    Once inside, she pushed aside the curtain shielding the closet contents from view and dragged out the step stool and a pail. Then she set to work bleaching the offending mark from the ceiling, scrubbing in silence, other than the occasional curse word as the bleach solution dripped onto the carpet below. She might have used a sheet to protect it, but years of wear and tear had left it in a state beyond any care. Hopefully, the people upstairs would be back before the blood did any more damage and she had to waste even more time cleaning it up. 
 
    Satisfied she’d banished any scent of blood from her apartment, she stashed the cleaning supplies back in the closet and washed her hands. Thanks to her idiot neighbor, she was running late for work.  
 
    Compared to the apartment above hers, her place looked as if it belonged to a witch. There were no boards blocking the window in vain, no heavy curtains that did nothing but provide cover for someone already inside. The only clue a human resided there was the deep grooves laced with herbs and spices on the windowsill and at the two doorways. Something even a witch would put up to keep unwanted vamps from attempting a visit. 
 
    Anya heated a pot of water on the stove, added a drop of sage oil into it, then draped a towel over her head. She leaned over the warming water and let the steam clear her nostrils of the vile smell that lingered in her sense memory. Once the smell was gone, she used the water to take a sponge bath. 
 
    When she was finished, she poured the remaining water on the row of plants she had sitting beside the window. Then there was only one thing left to do. She headed to the kitchen and opened the small fridge. 
 
    She pulled out a jug and unscrewed the cap but was distracted by a loud thump that came from the hallway. She cocked her head to the side, listening for the telltale sounds that a vamp might have made it into the building. Instead, there was another thump and the faint sound of someone calling her name. 
 
    “Anya!” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped as she placed the jug on the counter and went to the door. She opened it and caught the tall woman who tumbled inside. Anyone other than Yoni, Anya would have simply shoved them back out, but there was something so pathetic about the girl. 
 
    “Babe, knew you’d be here,” Yoni said, her words slurring as she attempted to hug Anya. 
 
    “I’m actually getting ready for work.” Anya pulled Yoni’s arm over her shoulder, holding her upright, not an easy feat considering Yoni was a good four inches taller and possessed a much fuller figured. 
 
    She lugged the woman across the hall, propping her against the wall while she fished the key from Yoni’s pocket. Once the door was unlocked, she carted Yoni to the sagging couch which doubled as a bed, dropping her not so gently onto the well-worn cushions. 
 
    “You should come with me to the club next time,” Yoni suggested, pushing her mass of light brown curls out of her face. 
 
    “I like working.” Anya lifted one of Yoni’s feet and removed the shoe, then did the same with the other. 
 
    “No more work for you. Come to the club. Sergei will find you a master.” Yoni lifted a hand and swatted at Anya’s hair. “You find someone to take care of you. Just like Sergei takes care of me.” 
 
    “Yeah. I can see what a fine job he’s doing.” Anya rolled her eyes and gave Yoni a gentle shove so she fell onto her back. “I have no interest in going to The Bleeding Spot or in being a blood doll.” 
 
    Yoni scowled at the harsh term, but Anya wasn’t about to apologize. As much as she might deny it, Yoni was nothing more than a walking blood bank Sergei could screw while he fed. 
 
    “It is better than hiding in the shadows, living in constant fear.” 
 
    Anya snorted. As if she would feel anything other than fear while a vampire fed on her. 
 
    “I’ll come visit tomorrow,” she said and left the younger woman behind. 
 
    Back in her apartment, Anya shut the door and pressed her back to it. It was hard to see Yoni stumbling in like that every few days, but it was the life she chose. She found it easier to submit to Sergei’s blood lust than live in fear that a feral vamp would take the choice from her and leave her dead. 
 
    Anya had been tempted to visit the club once. The threat of starvation and the winter solstice had driven her to the doors of the place, but she’d hesitated, and that one moment saved her life. 
 
    She’d heard the stories of when only humans walked the Earth. Behind the facade, though, a hidden world of witches and vampires had existed, both greedy for life out of the shadows. For the vampires that meant finding a cure for their hunger for blood, something the witches professed to be able to produce. Instead, the Coven’s failed spell created the Rift. And the human world came to an end. Only a thin barrier of magic kept the fluctuating energy forces from consuming every living thing in its path. 
 
    The Omsk Division had been spared much of the devasting damage inflicted upon the other divisions, though that was a quarter century ago. Before the full changes the Rift brought to their region took hold, completely cutting them off from the rest of the world. Before the Berkano vampires declared war on the witches. 
 
    There was little hope for surviving humans. Either they sacrificed themselves to the vamps and let themselves be sucked dry, or they gave themselves over to the witches who put them to work in the Gula and drained their auras, leaving them empty shells. 
 
    For Anya, the day she stood outside The Bleeding Spot looking for a chance to survive had changed her. She realized then how desperate she was, and how desperate she’d never be again. 
 
    Rolling her shoulders, she pushed away from the door and went back to the kitchen. She had a job to do. 
 
    She picked up the jug, frowning as she saw how little was left. It wasn’t enough, but it would have to do. She gulped down the contents then slammed the container back on the counter. Grimacing at the metallic taste as the thick liquid coated her mouth, she quickly filled a glass with water and took a swig, letting it swish around her mouth before swallowing it. 
 
    Finished with her drink, Anya strode to the door and did a quick check that she had everything she needed. Her keys were in her pocket, blades in her boot and sleeves, and a pack of rosemary and clove tucked into her bra. The horrible taste in her mouth lingered, and she ran her fingers over her lips. 
 
    She looked at her hand and cringed at the vivid red stain on her fingertip. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    She popped her finger in her mouth and sucked the drop of liquid off, swallowing convulsively as she tried not to gag. 
 
    She fucking hated witch blood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Niko stared out at the crowd below withering and pulsing to the music. The flashing lights created a stop-motion effect that mesmerized him, making it nearly impossible to pull his gaze away despite his churning stomach. 
 
    Center stage was the DJ who used an eclectic mix of turntables, instruments, and his voice to generate a thumping rhythm everyone moved in time with. It created a horrible racket, but even Niko could admit it was better than listening to a remix of dance music from the turn of the century yet again. 
 
    The DJ booth was flanked by two large golden bird cages, their benches lined with humans. At first glance, the cages appeared to be holding the humans inside their gilded bars captive, but in fact, the doors were used to keep others out. 
 
    He watched as a human swung the door to one of the cages wide, giving free access to the blood dolls inside. Tash, head of the Berkano security force, made her way into the cage. She strolled through the tight space with an arrogance that caused the other vamps to pull back and the humans to shiver in fear. Her overt sexuality was hypnotic, her aggressive movements commanding their attention. 
 
    Her little display was powerful, and he could admit he had once fallen under her spell. With her long blond tresses brushing against the small of her back with each sway of her hips, he got hard watching her as did every other man who found their eyes falling upon her. 
 
    She moved slowly through the cage, perusing the humans gathered there. Finally, Tash stopped in front of a young man who eagerly accepted the hand she stretched out to him. Niko’s eyes narrowed as she led the man from the cage, across the stage, then out a set of doors. 
 
    “She could have been your mate.” 
 
    Niko turned to glare at his brother who lounged on the couch facing the window. 
 
    “I’d rather starve than be chained to Tash for eternity,” Niko said. 
 
    “Such strong emotions must come from somewhere,” Sergei said, his brown eyes twinkling. 
 
    “We would drive each other crazy within days of a mating.” 
 
    Niko and Tash went back to before the Rift by more than thirty years. There had been a time when he considered being more than fuck-buddies with her, but she put him in his place. She wanted to dominate anyone she was with, and he wasn’t into that. Oh, he didn’t need a submissive partner—he appreciated independent women—but he wasn’t interested in being someone’s bitch. And that’s what Tash wanted—someone to do her bidding in and out of bed whether they did it voluntarily or not. 
 
    He’d been in that position before with Anastasia, and he had no plans to be at the mercy of a woman like that again. 
 
    “If you’re not interested, then why the fierce expression?” Sergei asked. 
 
    Abandoning his vantage point, Niko walked to his desk and sank into his leather chair. The plush comfort of his chair was a luxury he would never get tired of. 
 
    “She was taking one of the blood dolls to her quarters.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “That’s a direct violation of club rules.” 
 
    Sergei rolled his eyes. “Who gives a shit? It happens all the time.” 
 
    “It matters because, outside this building, we have no control over what happens to the humans,” Niko explained, and leaned back in his chair. “Right now, they come here willingly, knowing they’ll leave alive and unharmed. What happens if one of them dies? You think you’ll still have a steady supply of blood donors lining up to get in?” 
 
    Sergei gave an exasperated groan, and his head dropped back then lifted again to stare at Niko. “What I think is you need a fuck and some full body blood to get you out of this morbid funk you’re in. You’ve been sucking that bio shit for too long. I can lend you Yoni. She always tastes so frigging sweet.” 
 
    Niko slammed a hand on the desk, dropping the casual appearance he’d taken. 
 
    “I’m dealing with reality here, and yeah, it’s fucking morbid,” he snapped. He was sick of his little brother’s immaturity. Sergei treated everything like it could be solved with a feast and a blowjob. 
 
    “So, why come here tonight?” Sergei asked. “You turned the club over to me. It’s been months since you last stopped by, and you’re obviously not here to feed or fuck.” 
 
    “I need reassurances.” 
 
    “What kind of assurances?” 
 
    “That this shit is done.” 
 
    “And what shit is that?” 
 
    Niko cranked his head to the side, eliciting a satisfying pop. “Tash taking a blood doll off-site kind of shit. Any vamp taking a human off-site for feeding needs to end.” 
 
    “Fuck, Niko. Half the vamps here take the blood dolls home with them. If they didn’t, we’d be running a fucking whore house.” 
 
    “That would be a better option than a death buffet.” 
 
    Sergei snorted, and the slight sound drove Niko’s frustrations with his brother deeper. How could he not see the potential ramifications of letting the vampires skirt the rules? 
 
    “The witches are turning the humans against us, and who can fucking blame them?” Niko leaned back in his chair watching his brother through narrowed eyes. “The ferals east of the city are picking off the humans, and unless we can get control of them, we’re not going to have any blood donors, willing or not.” 
 
    “Not all of them will turn to the witches. There’s always those willing to offer up their services,” Sergei said with a cocky smile smeared across his face. 
 
    “Why is it so hard for you to understand that we’re on the verge of the witches eradicating us?” 
 
    It was a question that had hung over the vampires for decades. Before the Rift, there had been no reason for vampires to fear witches. They’d co-existed, and with an ever-growing population of humans for them to feed off, whether by blood or aura, they were no threat to each other. The Rift changed that. With a limited supply of humans available, the three groups had found themselves at the edge of war. In the new, strangely co-dependent world, vampires were the odd ones out. 
 
    Witches were needed to maintain the barrier. Humans were needed as food for vamps and for their aural energy the witches used to create the magic for keeping up the barrier. But there was no reason to keep vampires alive. 
 
    Humans had done their best to control the vamp population, but they lacked the strength, speed, and resources to coordinate any permanent solution. Anastasia had gone to great lengths to squash any rebellion they were able to organize and once she was gone, Niko had stepped in. While he avoided the bloodbath the former head of the nest had relished, he’d left the humans with little doubt about their place in the food chain. 
 
    But what was keeping the witches at bay? There were always stories of witches killing vampires, but there was no evidence it ever happened. Every vampire death or disappearance over the last quarter century led back to a human. 
 
    Niko pushed the question to the back of his mind. Focusing on the mysterious workings of the Coven was pointless. They needed to deal with what they did know and that was the dwindling human blood supply. 
 
    He picked up his glass of vodka, twisting it in circles and sending the liquid softly spiraling around the edges of the glass. The human shortage wasn’t just an issue for the vampires. The witches also relied on them as a source of energy, replenishing their magic. 
 
    It was that shared interest Niko hoped to exploit. 
 
    “I get it,” Sergei said. “But why the sudden urgency? The witches have always posed a threat and never followed through.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that the human population is going extinct and that means starvation for vampires. But, the lack of human aural energy will leave the witches without magic and unable to maintain the barrier,” Niko pointed out. “We can’t place our faith in some unknown reason. We have to take steps to guarantee our survival.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of going to the Coven for help?” Sergei’s incredulous voice echoed around them. 
 
    “An accord with them is the only way for us to ensure our food supply doesn’t run out. Frankie is the most powerful witch in the Omsk, not just because of her magic, but because of her connections and her position as Grand Coven Mistress.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to make a deal with the devil?” 
 
    “If it means the survival of our people, then yes. I’ve already arranged a meeting with her.” 
 
    “When is this meeting going down?” 
 
    “Tonight at the Coven Headquarters.” 
 
    “You’ve been planning this a while then,” Sergei said, and Niko caught a hint of resentment in his brother’s tone. 
 
    “No. I just sent an envoy to the Coven this morning.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s suspicious that she agreed so quickly? And what the fuck are you thinking going to the Coven HQ?” 
 
    Niko tossed back the vodka, enjoying the smooth taste as it slid down his throat. He’d gone decades with nothing more than blood to satisfy his thirst. The Rift hadn’t been the only effect of the witches’ attempts at eradicating vampirism. While vampires remained, Niko could be thankful for the small pleasures that had been returned to them during the botched curse. Food, daylight, and progeny. 
 
    He placed his drained glass on the desk and stared at Sergei. 
 
    “I’m taking a team with me,” he offered as reassurance. 
 
    “They’re bound to have the place warded. You could be walking into a trap.” Sergei held up a hand to stop any arguments from Niko. “Frankie may not have access to the Berkanos responsible for the Rift but you walking in there is the next best thing.” 
 
    “Possibly. In which case, I expect you to step up and find a way for the vampires to survive. But until the day my head is cut from my body, and I am turned to ashes in fire, I’ll search for a solution.” Niko placed his glass on the desk with a slight thump. “The witches are as desperate as us. I’m willing to stake my life on it. But that will mean shit if you’re letting off-site usage of the few humans willing to trust us.” 
 
    Sergei scowled, and Niko met his glare without flinching. The two of them rarely saw eye to eye on anything, but he was depending on his little brother’s common sense to prevail. 
 
    “At least take Vlad,” Sergei said. 
 
    “I’ve got a team together, but I’ll take him if it means you’ll start enforcing club rules,” Niko conceded. He rose from his seat and moved toward the door. He gripped the doorknob, then turned back to Sergei. “I leave in ten. If Vlad isn’t there, he’s staying behind.” 
 
    That Vlad and a team of three others made it to the car park before him did little to appease Niko. As satisfied as he was that Sergei would make the required enforcement changes, he wasn’t looking forward to Vlad and a security team tagging along. 
 
    “This mission is stupid,” Vlad said as he climbed into the car giving a signal to the other vamps to follow in a second vehicle. “The witches cannot be trusted. Do you think because Frankie is a woman she will roll over and let you fuck her?” 
 
    He paused as if giving Niko a chance to respond but cut him off when he started to speak. 
 
    “My mamochka always said the witches would be the end of us.” Vlad made the sign of the cross, leaving Niko choking on a snort of disbelief. “She said the only good witch was—" 
 
    “A dead one,” Niko finished. “Your mother died half a century before the Rift and didn’t depend on the witches for the barrier.” 
 
    “That does not make her words less true. My mamochka was a good woman, a strong vampire.” 
 
    Niko refrained from pointing out again that she was also dead. Considering the difficulty in killing vampires it made her death all the more likely that the words ‘strong vampire’ didn’t accurately describe her. 
 
    To avoid any further conversation with Vlad, Niko pulled out a folder and pretended to study its contents during the ride to the Coven HQ. Thankfully the ride was short, and when they pulled through the trespass barrier set up around the Coven headquarters, Niko tossed the folder on the seat beside him. Vlad parked in front of the main building, and they climbed from the car. 
 
    The frosty air clung to everything it touched, leaving a coating of ice on any exposed surface. Despite his lack of a jacket, Niko moved confidently across the slick street and up to the double doors of the Coven. Vlad followed behind along with the members of the security team who had trailed behind. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, an unnerving feeling swept over him. He scanned the windows of the buildings around them but saw nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    “It is alright to be scared,” Vlad said. “You are not the vampire you used to be.” 
 
    Niko didn’t bother replying—it would only encourage the man. They entered the building and the feeling intensified. Not fear as Vlad suggested, but confusion. Visually there was nothing out of place, and everything sounded right. He let his eyes drift closed as he fell into his senses. He drew in a deep breath, and when it hit him, his eyes flew open. There was a human close. 
 
    He scanned the area but didn’t discern any of the typical signs of human presence. Shaking his head, he made his way inside even as the scent of the human lingered. If anything, it grew stronger, and he wasn’t the only one to start picking up on it. His entire team was on edge, their restless shifting a clear signal that a human was nearby. Considering their location, a human’s presence was cause for even more awareness. 
 
    The smell of the human dissipated once one of the Coven guards led them into the elevator, and Niko turned his attention back to his purpose for being at the Coven HQ. 
 
    The lift glided to a stop, and the doors slid open. Frankie stood there, backed by her own security team as the barren room loomed behind them. 
 
    “It has been a long time since we’ve been face to face,” she said and inclined her head causing the frizzy white hair framing her face to flutter like an unstable halo.  
 
    The slight show of respect didn’t fool Niko. Frankie had never attempted to hide her disdain for his kind, even when the Coven was making promises to help them. 
 
    “I think we can skip the artificial pleasantries,” he responded, enjoying the way her yellow eyes narrowed at his words. He had no interest in the games Frankie was known to play. “We have a deal to make.” 
 
    “A deal implies you have something of value to us.” Frankie spun around and sauntered to the iron throne that sat at the head of the room. Flickering light from the candles around the room hit its gnarly lines, giving the chair the appearance of a metal tree that seemed to move with her. 
 
    “I’m not here to play games,” Niko said, following her to the sitting room. He ignored her motions to take a seat across from her. 
 
    “No, I suspect you’re here for a favor.” Frankie leaned back in her throne, curling her fingers over the ends of the arm rests. 
 
    Her supercilious pose irked him, and he drew a sharp breath through his nose. 
 
    Human. 
 
    Lust exploded within him, though not for blood. Someone—a human—was near, and her blood called to him. He tensed, and his incisors dropped. 
 
    The sound of dust scrapping across a rough surface cut through him, and he looked up at the tiled ceiling. Someone was up there. And whoever it was would end his vow to never drink pure human blood again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    There’d been a time when the witches were able to hold off the vampires, keeping human deaths to a minimum by sacrificing convicts and the fresh corpses of the dead. But as the supply of humans ran low, the Coven could do little to hold the vampires at bay. Even the head of the Berkano vamps had struggled to control their own as hunger drove them mad. 
 
    It was better now, though only because most humans still living had either devoted their lives to toiling in the work camps for the witches or become blood dolls for the vamps, earning protection as one of their pets. 
 
    Anya, though, refused to become one of them. 
 
    While witches were bound by a covenant to not intentionally harm a human, there was only one way to protect against the vampires, and that was for her to be a witch. An impossible task for a human. 
 
    That’s what led her to the witch Estelle, who had given her hope and a temporary solution—a disguise. She didn’t need to be a witch, she just needed her to smell like one, and while injecting witch blood was deadly, drinking it completely concealed her human scent while also infusing her blood with a mineral or supplement specific to witch blood that was toxic to vampires. 
 
    So, every day, Anya consumed a cup of witch blood and hid among them. She’d settled into their world nicely over the past five years. 
 
    Then a few weeks ago, Estelle vanished and finding another witch as powerful and willing to bleed themselves to help a human wasn’t an option on short notice. Even Estelle’s assistant, Pavel, hadn’t found a source for her. 
 
    It was a twist of fate Anya decided to use as motivation. 
 
    She’d spent nearly a year building up her cover with the witches, first working the daily cleaning crew, then the evening maintenance shift. None questioned her when she moved through the building with her cart. No one wondered why she was working on the ventilation shafts in Francesca “Frankie” Romanov’s office. It was her job. Which made it so much easier to go nosing around. 
 
    Her shift at the headquarters that night could be her last chance to get the information she needed that would convince Frankie to help her. 
 
    But first, she had to make it to the Coven HQ. Something that grew difficult with her cover blown. Just over halfway to the Coven, she picked up a vamp who must have detected the scent of her human blood under that of the witch’s. 
 
    Maybe she was paranoid, but she hadn’t survived this long on her own to die when she was so close to forever being free of fear. 
 
    And survival was what mattered—all that mattered. 
 
    Anya glanced over her shoulder as she stepped into the roadway. The vampire still trailed her. The witch blood she’d consumed hadn’t been enough to entirely conceal the smell of her human blood, but her scent should be mixed enough that he wouldn’t be certain whether she was human. And even the feral vamps weren’t desperate enough to risk death by witch blood. 
 
    The domed building of the headquarters, remnants of the powerful Russian forces that once ruled the region, glowed in a reminder that the summer solstice was upon them. In a few hours, the ice and snow would go through a rapid melt as the shifting forces outside the shield transformed a typical Siberian winter to an arid scorching hot desert. 
 
    After the Rift, the witches had cordoned off a section of central Omsk and surrounded each building with a luminescent magic to protect them from the heat. The glow it gave to the buildings, lit up the city and warned the inhabitants of the coming shift. 
 
    Only a block from the Coven headquarters, the hair on the back of Anya’s neck stood up, and her steps faltered. A quick check behind her revealed that the vamp was gone. Her breath hitched as adrenaline shot through her. Being followed was a pain in the ass, but at least she knew where the creeper was. Having him stalk her in the shadows made things a lot more dangerous. 
 
    She picked up her speed until she was flat out running toward the first of the three barriers surrounding the headquarters. The cold air burned her lungs with each breath she inhaled, the scarf wrapped around her head doing little to warm the air. 
 
    A hand grabbed her arm and yanked her to the side. Her feet flew out from under her as her momentum tried to carry her forward, and she fell to the frozen ground with a hard thump. Her breath knocked from her, she stared in horror at the greasy-haired vamp leaning over her. 
 
    Anya threw up her arm, hitting the side of his head and forcing him to step away. She rolled to the side and onto her feet into a crouching position, whipping off the scarf before he could grab hold of it. 
 
    “You dare attack a witch?” she sneered, rolling her shoulders back. 
 
    “If you were a witch, I might have thought better.” He laughed, giving her a glimpse of the elongated fangs that slowly dropped from his gums. “Show me some magic, witch. Strike me down and teach me the errors of my attack.” 
 
    Pursing her lips, Anya considered her next move. If she could get a head start, she might make it through the barrier only a few yards away, although the snow would slow her down. But running meant admitting to him he was right about her and give him greater incentive to chase her. 
 
    “Why would I waste magic on a pathetic bloodsucker?” she asked, rising to her feet. 
 
    She flexed her wrist back, triggering the lever that released the blade concealed within the sleeve of her coat. 
 
    In the fading light, his eyes glowed a burnt orange, and the slight twitch of one was the only warning she had before he lunged at her. 
 
    Pivoting on her back foot, she bent at the waist, and his arms swung over her. She kicked out, and her foot slammed into his ribs, sending him to the ground. She stomped her foot into his groin. 
 
    As his scream of agony echoed around them, she fell to her knees beside him and jammed her blade into his neck. A disgusting gurgling sound came from him, and he frantically clawed at the blade. Anya drew her arm back, sliding the weapon back into her sleeve. 
 
    Death for a vampire was rare. Starvation took years, and most healed quickly from what would be fatal wounds for a human or witch. Most of the vamps who passed to the next life were decapitated and burned. Such a death would be a mercy compared to what her attacker was experiencing. 
 
    Witch’s blood would turn his insides to a jelly that would expand until his flesh could no longer contain it. It was horrific and messy and loud. The sounds of his death would draw other vampires to the area. And it wasn’t a sight Anya had any desire to see again. 
 
    She sprinted through the barriers and into the main building. The doors swung shut behind her, and her shoulders sagged as she collapsed against the wall. She didn’t look back, but she knew the vamps were out there, searching for whoever had taken out one of their own. 
 
    Her heavy breathing seemed to echo through the empty space of the atrium. The sound carrying so the guard near the front entrance glanced her way briefly before going back to watching the doors. 
 
    Anya made her way to the staffing desk along the far wall and nodded silently to the witch who sat behind the counter, taking the keys he extended toward her, then went toward the staff stairwell around the corner. 
 
    The doors to the main entrance whooshed open, and curious about who would be coming so late at night, she glanced over and nearly choked on the sudden fear that enveloped her. 
 
    Five vamps marched in, following Niko Berkano as he strode through the atrium. She’d never seen him in person, but the photos of him that had survived the Rift captured him perfectly. He stood half a foot taller than the others in his group, and the thick dark hair, strong jaw, and the broad shoulders made him impossible to mistake. Even from fifty feet away, the power radiating from him stunned her. 
 
    Tingles swept through her, and she cursed the fates that had left them on opposite sides of a war she was losing. In another life, she might have gone over to him, introduced herself, and given him a blatant invitation to her bed. 
 
    But in her reality that would mean enslavement or death, and despite her sex life’s current dry spell she wasn’t willing to do either for an orgasm even if it came from Niko Berkano. 
 
    He swept a hand through his dark hair, leaving it slightly messy and giving him a more relaxed appearance. Anya licked her lips as an image of him laying naked on a bed floated through her mind. 
 
    His steps hesitated, and the others made similar movements, as they all did a quick search around them. Erotic thoughts vanished, and Anya quickly turned the corner and plastered herself against the still closed door to the staff area, praying they couldn’t see her. After a few slight moments, she heard them moving again and risked a peek. They were moving toward the elevator and most likely upstairs to the Coven offices. 
 
    She fumbled with the keys and when she finally got the door open, she fell inside and slammed the door closed, pressing a hand to her chest in a futile effort to calm her racing heart. 
 
    What were the Berkanos doing in there? She could only think of one reason—they were meeting with Frankie. 
 
    If anyone had dirt on Frankie or the Coven it had to be Niko. More than a few humans had noticed the lack of witch on vampire killings, and there was only one reason for the witches to hold back. Niko had to be blackmailing the Coven and Anya was going to find out what he had. 
 
    Her opportunity had come. She just had to find a way to capitalize on it. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, she was wishing she’d stuck to her plans to search Frankie’s office. 
 
    She was fucked. 
 
    Not just a little. She was fucked to the point where she doubted she’d survive the night. 
 
    She should have stayed home. She should have simply accepted her fate and made a choice between moving to the Gulag or becoming a blood doll. 
 
    But no. Anya had to stubbornly hold on to her dreams of being free, hold fast to her plan to blackmail Frankie and screw the risks. 
 
    That’s how she ended up lying inside a narrow heating vent filled with half a century of dust, spiders, and—she refused to think of what else might be in there—while a half dozen vampires stared up at where she hid as if they had x-ray vision. 
 
    The close call with the vamp outside the Coven barrier should have been her first hint that things weren’t going her way. Niko and his security team showing up should have been her second. But once she was inside the staff area everything had been easy. Too easy. 
 
    Her view through the small hole in the ceiling tile placed Frankie out of Anya’s line of sight, but what she saw of Niko and his goons was enough to scare the shit out of her. 
 
    She struggled not to shift again, but the tile she was lying on seemed to be disintegrating beneath her. Niko turned his blue eyes away, and she breathed a silent sigh of relief. 
 
    Then there was a loud crack, and she was falling. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    The sight of a woman falling at his feet wasn’t unfamiliar to Niko. He’d had plenty of women throw themselves at him, before and after he’d been turned. But having a woman, a human woman, fall through the ceiling to literally land at his feet was entirely unexpected. 
 
    In the seconds after she fell, all he and the others in the room could do was stare at her as the dust settled. He processed the scene as if in slow motion. The woman’s head smacked against the floor, and a bead of blood formed on the abrasion left behind. Her wide green eyes blinked as she tried to clear them of the plaster drifting around her and coating her black hair with a film of white. Her gaze fell on him, and a wave of desire slammed in to him. 
 
    Then all shit broke loose. 
 
    Vlad was the first to move. He surged forward, his arms stretched out toward the woman. On the other side of him, Svetlana lowered to a crouch and prepared to spring. 
 
    Niko’s reflexes kicked in, and he reached down to grab the woman. With a firm grip on her arm, he yanked her to her feet and spun her around, pulling her close so her back pressed against his chest. Her dark hair whipped his check then settled along the side of her face and engulfed him in the sweet smell of her that was so unlike any human he’d ever scented. 
 
    His muscles tightened and a surge of desire swept through him. It had been so long since he’d felt desire, and never at such intensity as he felt for the fallen angel he held in his arms. 
 
    Vlad and Svetlana fell back as they took in the sight of their leader holding the woman, though the two of them along with the three other team members stood tense and ready to strike. Across from them, Frankie stood ready with a swirling ball of energy floating between her hands. Niko tipped his head toward her and Svetlana turned her focus from the human to the Grand Coven Mistress. 
 
    “A spy,” Vlad declared as he glared at the woman. He turned to Frankie, anger furrowing his brow. “We came in trust, and this is how you repay us?” 
 
    “You dare accuse the Coven of this deception?” Frankie said, with such righteous indignation that Niko was almost tempted to believe her. “This is our land—our headquarters. What use would we have for a spy here?” 
 
    “Temptation.” Vlad took a step toward the woman in Niko’s arms, and she pressed further into his embrace. “Perhaps you seek to tempt us with human blood. Drive us into a feeding frenzy and then slaughter us. I would expect no less treachery from a witch.” 
 
    Frankie straightened at the continued accusations, and Niko felt control of the situation slipping away. Not only of his thirst for the woman he held but of the situation. 
 
    “You were the one to seek an audience,” Frankie said meeting Niko’s gaze. “Only the vampires have something to gain by planting a spy.” 
 
    His craving for human blood was undeniable. The sweet aroma filled his senses until he was consumed by the need to taste. The arm he had around her waist tightened, pulling her closer while his other hand threaded through her hair and tipped her head to the side, exposing the delicate arch of her neck. He pressed his cheek against her soft flesh and inhaled deeply. Instantly, his fangs retracted, and he let out a curse directed at Frankie. 
 
    “You accuse us of planting her here,” Niko said, “Yet the stench of witch lingers in the blood flowing through her veins.” 
 
    When his charge hit, Frankie hid her reaction well. But Niko had known her for nearly half a century. The subtle signs of surprise in her expression—how the corner of her lip twitched and her pupils dilated—were obvious to him. But any denial she may have given was halted as the subject of debate wiggled free of his hold. 
 
    “I’m no spy,” the woman said, and her husky voice caused a delicious tension to build within Niko. She pulled away from him and gestured to the blue grease-stained overalls she wore. “I’m part of the maintenance crew. I was working on the vents.” 
 
    “You lie,” Vlad said. “Humans aligned with the witches don’t work inside the Coven barriers. They are assigned to the Gulag. The others belong to us, and we would know if you were someone’s blood doll.” 
 
    “Surely you smell my witch blood,” she said with a tense smile. The woman lacked Frankie’s experience in concealing her emotions, and fear radiated from her. 
 
    Vlad snorted. “You reek of it, but not enough to cover that of your human blood.” 
 
    “What is your name?” Niko asked. Her lips pursed in response, so he repeated his question, infusing his voice with a subtle command that she would be compelled to follow. “Your name?” 
 
    “Anya.” 
 
    In a more intimate setting, he might have been able to elicit a more detailed response, but considering the level of tension in the room, he was lucky to get what he did. 
 
    Frankie stepped forward, the orb of pulsating magic still suspended between her hands. “She is no witch spy.” 
 
    “She’s no Berkano spy either,” Svetlana said, cocking her head to the side as she continued to eye Anya with a hunger undoubtedly intensified by suspicion. “Perhaps a test of loyalty would be appropriate.” 
 
    “I agree,” Frankie said, and the ball of magic gradually shrunk until it vanished in a flicker of light. 
 
    Vlad snorted. “A witch’s ability to conceal the truth makes such a test easily manipulated.” 
 
    “Then we execute her,” Frankie suggested dispassionately and moved toward Anya. “A dead spy tells no secrets.” 
 
    Niko’s team nodded in agreement, and Vlad stepped forward to grip Anya’s arm an eager glint to his eyes. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The word echoed through the room, and everyone turned to Niko. He wasn’t sure who was surprised more—his team, Frankie, the woman, or himself. Execution of a spy was a common practice, one Niko had ordered on multiple occasions, but something inside him shriveled at the thought of sending Anya to the afterlife. 
 
    He snaked his arm back around Anya, and tugged her to his side, ignoring her sharp intake of breath as her body stiffened at the contact of their bodies. 
 
    “She is mine.” 
 
    “Your spy?” Frankie asked, arching her thin brows. 
 
    “My mate.” 
 
    The smirk on the witch’s face convinced him he had made the right call. 
 
    “I have known you many years, Niko. I never took you for a fool to fall for a pretty face.” Frankie turned her eyes to Anya. “You should choose your friends more wisely. The Berkanos are likely to be the end of you.” 
 
    “They are no friends of mine,” Anya said, squirming from his grasp again. 
 
    Niko bit back a cuss at Anya’s persistence. It no longer mattered if she was a spy or not. Claiming her as his mate meant she was off-limits to the witches and any vamps who thought she’d make an easy feast. But she was going to fuck that up if she kept going on. 
 
    Niko tugged her closer. He met her furious glare with one of his own, pushing every ounce of his compulsion abilities into it. The relaxation that came over her was subtle, but enough. He turned back to Frankie. 
 
    “My mate,” he repeated. “So, unless you plan to break the treaty we both agreed to, I suggest we postpone our discussion. Perhaps another evening would be better.” 
 
    “You send a spy in here and expect me to simply reschedule?” 
 
    “She’s no spy. And I expect us both to put aside our differences for the sake of the Division.” 
 
    Frankie sneered at his words but didn’t argue, and he wasn’t sure whether that was a positive sign or not. With Frankie it was impossible to tell where you stood with her, her deception often so complete her victims would willingly sacrifice themselves before seeing the trap she set for them. 
 
    He nodded to Svetlana, and she gestured for the rest of the team to move out. They flanked the elevator door, allowing him and Anya to enter first. When the doors closed behind them, there was a shift in the air as he relaxed his hold on Anya. The scent of her fear was overpowering and drove each of the vampires’ thirst for her blood higher. Yet, none attacked, and Niko counted it as a victory. He’d fought long and hard to train his nest to have the self-control that would ensure they didn’t starve. 
 
    Over Anya’s head, he caught Vlad’s eye. The scorn and anger in the other man’s expression were apparent and expected. Niko’s eyes narrowed, and his chin lifted, daring Vlad to speak, to criticize his decision to claim Anya. Vlad’s eyes dropped in submission, and satisfaction curved Niko’s lips. 
 
    He held Anya close as they made their way through the lobby of the headquarters and out to the car. He opened the door and helped her into the back, then blocked Vlad when he attempted to climb in as well. 
 
    “My mate and I have a few things to discuss privately.” He slid in beside her and shut the door on his brother’s top enforcer. 
 
    He pressed a button and closed the glass partition that would give privacy from Svetlana, who sat in the driver’s seat. Alone with Anya, he settled his attention on her, watching as she seemed to be searching for something on the door. 
 
    “Where are we going,” she asked. 
 
    He realized then she’d been trying to figure out how to open the door. Had she ever been in a car before? They were a luxury few in the Division had. 
 
    “Did you hear me? Where are you taking me,” she repeated when he didn’t answer. The car started moving, and she smacked the seat beside her before sitting back to glare at him. 
 
    He arched one of his eyebrows. “Whose spy are you?” 
 
    “I told you, I’m not a spy,” she protested. 
 
    He waved her denial away. “I find lies offensive. Speak the truth or stay silent.” 
 
    “Well, I find vampires offensive, so fuck you.” Her green eyes flashed as she glared at him. 
 
    His lips twitched and so did his cock, causing him to shift to relieve the building strain in his pants. 
 
    “And yet, here you are. If I’m so offensive, surely getting away from me would be your highest priority.” He was surprised she hadn’t yet. Then again, if she were Frankie’s spy then staying with him would be her goal. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Why did his smug face have to be so fucking sexy? 
 
    But more than she hated how he looked sitting there smirking, she hated that he was right. She was still there. And as far as she could see, she’d be with him for a while. Her anonymity was gone. Witches and vampires knew she was human, and neither was just going to let her carry on pretending to be a witch. At this point, being with him seemed like the safest option. 
 
    “Who were you spying for?” Niko asked again. 
 
    “Your listening skills need a little work,” Anya said, smacking away his hand that reached out to tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear. He just smiled as if her reaction was cute. 
 
    “As much is your lying skills?” he replied and tipped his head to the side. “You say you’re not a spy, but I can smell it on you.” 
 
    “What exactly does a spy smell like? Sunshine and flowers? Rotting corpses?” 
 
    He reached over and cupped her chin in his hand, lightly running his thumb over her lips. A delicious tingle swept through her as his rough fingers traced his sensitive skin, and her tongue darted out to follow his path before she even realized what she was doing. 
 
    “The stench of your lies surrounds you, Anya. Your attempts at deception produce extra cortisone in your system and smells like sour milk.” He gave her a lopsided smirk. “Witch blood is a powerful substance, tainted with the aural energy they steal. And while enough of it might have concealed your human scent, your lies are another matter.” 
 
    She’d known vampires possessed heightened senses, but she’d never thought that something like a change in hormones would be detectable. That would explain why the creeper vamp hadn’t believed her when she’d denied being human. 
 
    His fingers traced the curve of her jaw before burrowing into her hair. His touch intoxicated her, consuming her with an intensity that she’d never experienced before. Her breath hitched as her heart raced in anticipation. 
 
    She was so tempted to trust him. It had been so long since she trusted anyone. The idea of it being a vampire... She couldn’t. It didn’t matter how sexy he was, Niko could kill her in a single breath without hesitation. 
 
    Anya brushed his hand away, unwilling to be seduced by his sensual touch. As tempting as he was, she needed to focus. She needed to figure out how in the hell she was going to get away from him, find more witch blood, and get back into the Coven Headquarters in one piece. 
 
    She stared out the window and immediately regretted it. Her stomach churned as the scenery whipped by. She’d been in a car once before, but she doubted she would ever get used to the speed. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked when she realized nothing outside looked familiar. 
 
    She stuck to the inner city where humans had some semblance of freedom. The one exception was the paths she took to the Coven. 
 
    “I thought it would have been obvious that we’re going to the nest,” Niko said, quirking an eyebrow at her. 
 
    Fear rippled through her. “I can’t go there.” 
 
    “You’ll be safe,” he reassured her. 
 
    Anya snorted. Without the telltale marks of a blood doll she wasn’t safe anywhere but a human entering the nest, or even venturing too close, would be akin to a lamb leading itself to slaughter. She’d only ever been to the nest once, when she’d been desperate enough to consider becoming a blood doll at The Bleeding Spot. Never again. In fact, she’d done everything possible to stay out of that area of the city, along with every other human still living free. 
 
    Niko whipped his arm out and around her waist, then lifted her onto his lap, forcing her legs to straddle him. She sucked in a breath as her pussy pressed against the hard ridge of his cock. 
 
    A wave of fear pulled her into a memory of an attack she’d fended off months before. It had been the first time she’d ever had to kill another human and it was an experience she knew she’d probably face again as humans began to panic and fear inspired anarchy descended on them. 
 
    But as she arched away from Niko, she realized he didn’t hold her to prevent escape. Instead, his hands rested lightly on her hips, keeping her steady as the car bumped along the road, but not restricting her. She had a choice. 
 
    The fear subsided and in its place was the keen awareness of how deliciously hot he felt. The car hit a pothole, slamming their bodies into each other. Anya bit back a moan and struggled to hold herself still, unwilling to give in to the instinctive need to rub herself on him. 
 
    “I swear no harm will come to you in the nest,” he said softly, his soft blue eyes beseeching her to trust him. “You will live free of fear.” 
 
    It was what she wanted, but not at the cost he offered. She didn’t just want to be free of fear, she wanted to be free to have everything fear had stolen from her and every other human. She wanted to be able to come and go when she wanted, to have friends and a family. She wanted it all. Being his blood doll might take away the fear for her safety, but it wouldn’t take the fear of loss and the pain of humanity. 
 
    “I have no desire to give myself up to a life of slavery,” she said. 
 
    Niko gave a sharp nod of his head. “Good.” 
 
    A sharp laugh erupted from Anya. 
 
    “You find that funny?” he asked. “I claimed you as my mate.” 
 
    “You announced it,” she corrected. “A claim suggests that you have some control over me, but you don’t.” 
 
    “Control isn’t something I require when I’m with a woman. In fact, I much prefer if the both of us lose control.” 
 
    “So, what is the plan?” she sneered, trying to ignore the heat spreading through her belly as he shifted beneath her, rubbing her along his hardened length. “You shackle me to your bed and force me to be your blood doll?” 
 
    He slipped his fingers into her hair, tipping her head back, so she looked up at him. His piercing blue eyes pulled her under his spell, and she felt the unconscious relaxing of her body against his. Perhaps he wasn’t the vampire she thought, but a witch set on beguiling her. 
 
    “My mate,” he said. “Not my fuck-buddy and sure as fuck not my dinner.” 
 
    “As if there’s a difference.” 
 
    “Once we’re inside the nest there’s a huge-ass difference. Being my blood doll gives any vamp inside the nest the right to ask me for a sampling of you.” He dipped his head and let the tip of his nose nuzzle her shoulder, leaving her trembling as his hot breath skimmed across her skin. “As my mate, I’d have the right to kill them if they asked.” 
 
    She drew in a shuddering breath. “And where are my rights in there?” 
 
    One of his hands slid down her back, his fingers trailing a slow, sensual path until they stopped just at the top curve of her ass. His tongue lapped at her neck, and his fangs grazed her flesh. Fear should have taken over her, but the shivers that raced through her was one of desire. She tried to focus, to remember what answer she was waiting for. 
 
    “You always have the right to say no to them,” he said. “Though, as my mate you can even kill them yourself if you prefer.” 
 
    “But not you?” 
 
    “You can tell me no if you want.” He kissed his way up her neck to the corner of her lips. “But I don’t think you want to.” 
 
    His mouth hovered just above hers, giving her a moment to question her resolve. This was her chance to step back, to tell him she had too much self-respect to be with a vampire, too much intelligence to put herself at such a risk of dying. 
 
    She could back away right then. Despite his growing erection between her legs, she could tell he would let her go if she pushed away from him. But she didn’t. 
 
    It had been at least two years since she was last with a man, and despite the curse Niko was afflicted with, she wanted him more than she’d ever wanted any human. 
 
    She knew so little about him, only the rumors that witches and humans used to feed the fire of fear that spread through the division, but that didn’t matter. Her panties were damp, and every breath she took pressed her nipples to his hard chest. All she wanted was to rip off the clothes separating them and ride him until her body ached from something other than the unfulfilled lust sweeping through her. 
 
    He gripped her hips in his hands and rocked her back and forth. Her pussy clenched in a desperate need to be filled. She’d never been one to deny herself anything she wanted, and she wasn’t going to start now, but that didn’t mean she was going to surrender completely. She let her tongue peek out and wet her lips. 
 
    She could do this. She could let herself have what her body desired, she could have a few days of safety, and then she would find a way back to the Coven and continue her plan—with a few adjustments, of course. 
 
    “Maybe I won’t say no today, but one day I will, and if you’re not willing to let me go when that day comes, I’d suggest you find yourself another human sacrifice,” she said, giving him fair warning that she didn’t accept his claim.  
 
    “I’m betting on that day never coming.” 
 
    “Then you’re an idiot.” 
 
    She leaned in and ground her lips to his. His lips were soft and warm, and when his mouth opened to let her tongue in, the taste of him was heady, a rich chocolate flavor that made her moan for more. 
 
    His tongue danced along hers as his hands released her hips and went to work on the buttons of the coveralls she wore. Her body kept moving on him, building up her need. 
 
    He dragged the top of the uniform from her shoulders, and she quickly pulled her arms free, letting the material gather at her waist. 
 
    Niko tore his lips from hers and pulled the cups of her bra down so that her breasts plumped up. He gazed down at her with a fierce hunger that suddenly had her questioning her decision to let the predator play with his prey.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Niko’s world was filled with beauty, both of the artistic and human variety. 
 
    When vampires were exposed, and the Rift severed contact with the rest of the world, there had been a rush to take possession of the city’s riches. The vampires had taken over the museums and galleries, relocating the art to the luxurious buildings in the core of the nest after driving the witches to the east. Many in the nest used their extra senses to surround themselves with beautiful men and women. 
 
    Staring down at Anya, her back arched and her head thrown back, exposing the pale skin of her neck, he realized that beautiful was such an inadequate word to describe her. She was stunning, her black hair flowing over her shoulders, and the mounds of her breasts, plumped for the taking. Her dark pink nipples hardened and left his mouth watering. 
 
    Yet, beyond her physical appearance, he saw the passion that had driven her to the Coven headquarters, the fierce courage that kept her defiant even as she’d found herself surrounded by her enemies, and a deep-seated stubbornness that he was certain was going to drive him crazy. 
 
    He swept his thumbs over her taut nipples, letting his rough skin catch the delicate buds. She rocked against him, and even through the clothing still separating them, he felt the heat of her pussy. 
 
    He’d known her minutes, but already he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted another woman. Already he found he could not imagine an eternity without her. He had claimed her as his mate, and he would do anything to have her claim him in return. 
 
    Wrapping his arm around her waist, he twisted their bodies to lay her back on the long bench seat. With her bra still wedged under them, her breasts stood at attention. He leaned down and swirled his tongue around one nipple and then the other, loving how she moaned and arched as she tried to get him to take her in his mouth. 
 
    He lapped her nipples, teasing them before finally taking one between his lips and gently sucking. Her fingers wove through his hair, gripping it to the edge of pain, and pulled him closer. 
 
    “Harder,” she said. 
 
    He obliged, drawing her deep and letting his teeth scrape over the tight buds. She tasted so sweet. He felt his incisors begin to drop as he battled the urge to take the ultimate taste. Quickly, he let her nipple go, and buried his face in her neck, squeezing his eyes shut as he struggled to keep control. He nearly laughed at the irony of his thoughts. Only moments before, he’d told her control didn’t belong in the bedroom. 
 
    Sex and feeding often went together for vampires. The combination kept the human from feeling any discomfort and brought a heightened pleasure for both parties. But he had sworn to never violate a human’s trust, and Anya had made her desires clear. She would not be a blood doll. 
 
    There was also the issue of her contaminated blood. Niko had no death wish, let alone a desire to die withering in agony as the witch blood she carried burned him from the inside out. 
 
    But his hunger for her blood was nothing compared to the burning need to feel the muscles of her pussy milking him as she screamed her pleasure. 
 
    He reared back and gripped the bulky fabric of the uniform gathered at her waist. He yanked it down, and it caught on her knees. Lacy panties covered her mound, and through them, he could see the tuft of dark curls guarding her entrance. He hooked his fingers beneath the edge of her panties and gave a sharp tug. They tore easily. 
 
    “What are you—?” Anya’s outraged question ended abruptly as he found her engorged clit. 
 
    Capturing the delicate nub between his fingers, he played, rubbing it quickly, then slowly rolling it. Anya’s muscles clenched, the soft curve of her belly rippling, and she pressed her head into the seat as she closed her eyes. 
 
    He released her clit, waiting until she opened her eyes to look at him, then slipped his fingers through the weeping lips of her pussy. Her slick channel spasmed, and his cock throbbed in response. 
 
    He pulled his hand back and lifted his fingers to his lips. He stared down at her as she froze and watched his movements. He licked her essence from his fingers. 
 
    “You taste so fucking sweet,” he said gruffly. 
 
    He wanted to take more time with her—strip her down and lick every inch of her flesh. But they’d be arriving at the nest in minutes, and once there, he’d face a shitload of questions. It could be hours before they were alone again, he wasn’t willing to wait that long to have her. 
 
    “Later, I’m going to lay you on my bed and lick you until you cum around my tongue,” he promised. 
 
    “Why not now?” she asked, a sauciness in her voice that only urged his lust on. 
 
    “Because, right now, I need to be inside you. I need to feel you claim me as I’ve claimed you.” 
 
    He quickly unzipped his pants. The uniform kept her legs from spreading, so he lifted her legs and rested them on his shoulder. The position forced her pussy close, and his body tensed in anticipation as he thought of how tight it would make her. He reached down and grasped his cock. He squeezed the base and stroked up, drawing a drop of precum from the tip. 
 
    “If you think this is some type of claiming ritual, you’re wrong,” she said, her flashing green eyes staring up at him with a fierce defiance even as desire had her panting. “This is sex.” 
 
    Fury burned in his chest, but he pushed it back. There was no place for anger between them right then. If she wanted to call it just sex, fine. He knew what it was, what it would mean in the end. 
 
    “Then sex it is,” he said. 
 
    He guided his hard flesh to her entrance and pressed in. Hot muscles clamped down on the thick head of his penis, and the groan that erupted from him melded with the moan she gave. Her hips rocked, urging him on, and he lost control. He rammed forward, driving into her until the base of his cock ground against her. 
 
    Her channel was tight, clutching at him, and sweat beaded his forehead as he held himself still, letting her adjust to the feel of him filling her. When he couldn’t wait any longer, he slid back until only his tip was still sheathed inside her, then he plunged in again. 
 
    “Baby, you feel so hot. I could spend forever fucking you.” 
 
    He dug his fingers into her hips, anchoring her as he set a rapid pace that left them both gasping for air. 
 
    “Niko... I can’t...” 
 
    Anya rested one hand on his lower abs, and at first, he wasn’t sure if she was going to push him away. Fuck, he didn’t know if he could stop. Then her fingers curled into the sprinkling of hair trailing down to his groin, letting her nails lightly score his skin. 
 
    She let him go and dipped her hand between them. Her fingers briefly surrounded him before she moved to her clit. She circled the stiff nub, her hips jerking against him, driving him deeper. 
 
    A sudden wave of spasms took over her body, and her pussy squeezed his cock, sending him over the edge of frenzied passion into an orgasm that tore a harsh growl from deep within him. A tingling sensation built at the base of his spine, traveling around and down his cock. He erupted within her, and she milked his release. 
 
    As the last tremors passed through him, Niko collapsed forward, pressing her legs into her chest. The position was uncomfortable for both of them, and with a shuddering breath, he withdrew from her and sat up. 
 
    He wanted to stay cuddled up to her, his flesh buried deep within her, but the car had stopped moving, and he knew staying locked inside would only draw questions he didn’t want to answer yet. 
 
    They straightened their clothes in silence. As Anya stuffed her torn panties into her pocket, a smug smile crept across his face. Her tousled hair and the deep flush of her cheeks would make it obvious to anyone looking at her what exactly they’d been up to in the back of the car. 
 
    Which was exactly what he needed if he was going to convince his nest that she was his mate. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said and reached for the handle. 
 
    “No. Take me back,” she ordered. He was certain she’d intended to sound as if she were begging, but she didn’t quite pull it off. 
 
    “Do you really think you can walk back into the Coven HQ and pretend to be one of them again? As far as they’re concerned, you’re my mate, and you showing up uninvited would be viewed the same results as if it were me. A declaration of war. Frankie will have you killed before you set foot inside.” 
 
    “Then to the city center. I can go home.” 
 
    “And what? Wait it out? If I renounce my claim, witches and vampires will be after you. There will be nowhere to hide.” 
 
    Her face contorted in fury, and Niko barely contained his chuckle as she realized that she was fucked, whether it was by the witches, the vamps, or him. 
 
    “Face it, sweetheart. You’re stuck with me.” 
 
    If eyes could throw daggers, he’d be dead. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Anya squirmed on the cold leather seat. She hated going commando, but Niko had destroyed her panties. Asshole. She’d loved the lace thong and, considering the state of the division, it would be next to never before she got another pair like them. The worst part was she hadn’t given them a second thought until she was shoving them in her pocket. 
 
    What the hell had she done? 
 
    Maybe the witch blood was affecting more than just her scent. Maybe it finally caused her to lose her mind. What else explained pretty much every decision she’d made lately? Leaving her apartment after only a few sips of witch blood? Thinking she could spy on a group of vampires and witches from a few feet away? Niko? Each decision only seemed to get worse. 
 
    She was no stranger to screwing things up, but sex with Niko was on a completely new level. Having sex with a vampire would have been bad enough. That it was Niko, head of the division’s Berkano vampires... 
 
    What had possessed her to give in to him? She’d always enjoyed sex, but never enough to risk her life. She stuck to her own kind and never went back for seconds. And after the attack, she’d avoided even human men. 
 
    So why break all of her rules now? She wanted to say he had compelled her, then perhaps she wouldn’t feel the shame of her weakness. But the compelling force he’d used to quiet her in Frankie’s office hadn’t been there in the car. No voice in her head told her to have sex with him. Yet, as much as she knew she shouldn’t have done it, she didn’t regret it. Even now her body still tingled in memory of his touch. 
 
    “Going back to the Coven is a death sentence,” Niko said. “Not just for you, but for me and every witch I’ll take out on my way after you.” 
 
    “Ah murder, how romantic,” Anya sneered. She wanted to argue but didn’t doubt that he spoke the truth. “So, what now?” 
 
    “We go in to the nest.” 
 
    He opened the car door, and Anya squinted at the glare of the morning summer sun peeking through the towering buildings of west Omsk. The change in the Rift atmosphere during the solstice was always jarring, the sudden clearing of the sky making the first sunrise seem exponentially brighter as it reflected off the snow still covering the ground. 
 
    In only a few hours, the piles of snow would be gone, evaporated by the sudden, intense heat of the sun, baring the barren earth beneath. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Niko said. When she didn’t move, he curled his fingers gesturing for her to follow him. “Anya, you have no coat, it’s still freezing out, and Svetlana’s already turned the car off. If you stay here, you’ll freeze before the season changes. And despite my ability to survive in sunlight, it is still immensely uncomfortable.” 
 
    Without the thermal jacket she’d left tucked into a locker at the headquarters, the cold would take over her almost instantly. Gritting her teeth, Anya took his outstretched hand and let him draw her from the warmth of the car. When she would have let go, he slid his fingers between hers, holding her fast to his side. 
 
    She saw a doorway only a few feet away and surged toward it, dragging Niko along. She flung the door open and rushed in. 
 
    The sight she met brought her to an abrupt stop. Never had she seen anything like the lobby of what had once been a vacation home of the Russian Czars. 
 
    The history of the building remained in the elaborate molding that framed the hand-painted mural on the domed ceiling. Yet, the beauty of it was overshadowed by the ostentatious array of art that had obviously been collected from the museums and dumped within the vampire’s nest. The walls were covered with paintings and photographs, some of them so tightly arranged they overlapped one another. Carvings and pottery littered every surface and statues stood pushed together to leave just enough space to walk through the room. 
 
    “Not what you are expecting?” Niko asked from behind her. 
 
    “No,” she said, wanting to shield her eyes from the horrendous display. “I think I can honestly say this is not something I’d ever expect anywhere.” 
 
    Niko snorted as he moved to her side. “It’s a mess, and most of it should be burned.” 
 
    “Burned?” Granted the place was horribly cluttered, but individually ... “These are artifacts. They detail the evolution of the world. They tell the stories of our ancestors, of the human race.” 
 
    “They’re just things—once beautiful things—that now look like garbage.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you return it all to the museums?” 
 
    “So, humans can congregate in an indefensible building to admire them?” Niko gave her a lopsided smile. “A tempting thought that I’m sure would ignite a war between vampires and witches as we all race to see who will claim the humans, and I would love to be rid of it all.” 
 
    “If you don’t like it, why keep it?” she asked, gazing around at the history of Russia packed into the small space. 
 
    “I may be the head of the nest, but I don’t actually control everything.” 
 
    “So, who does?” 
 
    “We each have a role to play here. Alexi has been in charge of acquisitions since the Rift, and he doesn’t exactly care what I think of his decorating.” 
 
    “Is the whole place like this?” Anya asked as he led her down the hallway. She trailed in his wake since statutes crammed into the passage made it impossible to walk side by side. 
 
    “No. There are certain areas that are off-limits to Alexi’s artistic expression. They are few and far between, but fortunately most of the common areas require less clutter in order to make room for gatherings.” 
 
    Niko’s light banter was so at odds to everything she knew about him. Granted she knew next to nothing, but the impression from the stories told of him was that he was ruthless, dangerous, and commanding. She’d never considered he might smile or laugh. 
 
    His demeanor threw her off balance more than the garish display in the front entrance. It wasn’t a feeling she liked. It blurred the line between human and vampire, making him seem less like a monster than she knew vampires were. 
 
    “Niko,” a female voice called out as they passed an open door. 
 
    “This way,” Niko said in a hushed voice as he steered her around a corner. 
 
    “Niko,” the voice called again. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. He pushed her so she was hidden from whomever was coming behind them, then stepped back so he could see them. 
 
    “What do you need, Tash?” 
 
    “Sergei told me you were going for a meeting with Frankie. Why wasn’t I made aware of it?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you needed to know,” he said simply, then held up a hand to stem any response. “I will speak with you about it later.”  
 
    Whoever Tash was, she didn’t get a chance to argue. Niko gripped Anya’s arm and rushed her around another corner. At the end of the hall, he mounted the stairs and led her to the second floor, which was a bit easier on the eyes than Alexi’s display on the ground floor. 
 
    Anya scanned the space, pinpointing windows, vents, and any doors that might offer escape. Not that she planned to make a break for it right then, she didn’t have a death wish, but soon she’d be ready to go, and she didn’t think Niko was going to take that very well. 
 
    He stopped in front of metal doors that slid open when he pressed a button. 
 
    “We manage with minimal electricity,” Niko said as they stepped into the mirror-lined box. “Until we’re able to entirely transfer to a renewable resource, we limit usage. The elevator is one of the few pieces of mechanics we operate.” 
 
     “And an elevator is a necessity?” she asked, biting back a curse. 
 
    “It is when you’re in the top suite.” 
 
    Shit. That was going to require significant planning. Jumping from a second story window was do-able. Anything higher would require a lot more finesse. 
 
    A scowl pulled at her lips, and she forced her facial muscles to relax. Judging from the way Niko watched her, it was a wasted effort. 
 
    “The penthouse makes you nervous?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I’ve never been in an elevator before tonight,” she admitted, grateful she had a legit excuse for her reaction. 
 
    “It’s safe enough. Although, Sergei did manage to get stuck in it for a few hours once.” 
 
    “Thanks, that’s very comforting to hear.” 
 
    The elevator lurched to a stop, and Anya grabbed Niko’s arm to steady herself. When the doors slid open, she let go of him and rushed through. 
 
    The suite she found herself in was much closer to what she’d expected of a vampire nest. Deep, lush red couches and matching curtains gave the space a warm, sexy vibe. Off to one side was a kitchen that looked like it might actually be used for something other than storing bread and a jar of witch blood. 
 
    That was when she really started to question her sanity. 
 
    Even if she were able to walk away from Niko when she was ready, how the hell was she going to go back to her shithole apartment after living here? 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Niko let out a sigh of relief. That had been close.  
 
    He couldn’t believe he got Anya through the nest without her being spotted. When he’d heard Tash call his name, he’d almost panicked, but he’d managed to hide Anya and then brush off Tash. But hiding wouldn’t be possible long term. With the change of season only hours away, the place would soon be humming with activity as the vampires retreated from the blazing force of the summer sun. 
 
    Covert movement would be pointless soon anyway. It wouldn’t be long before Vlad and the rest of the team reported to Tash and Sergei. 
 
    Fuck. He didn’t want to deal with his brother yet. Sergei wouldn’t understand his decision to claim Anya. Hell, Niko didn’t think he could explain it to himself. 
 
    He reached back and flicked a switch next to the elevator button, locking the doors to ensure privacy for a while at least. 
 
    “So, what now?” Anya said as she moved further into his home. 
 
    Her hips swayed, and the baggy workers uniform did little to conceal her heart shaped ass. Her bare ass now that her shredded panties were shoved in her pocket. His dick twitched in his pants, and he curled his lips into a seductive smile. 
 
    “I’m sure we can think of something to do before dinner.” 
 
    She spun around, and despite the scowl pursing her lips, the glint in her eyes only made his body harden more. Then her gaze steeled, and he suspected she wasn’t going to give in to him that easily. 
 
    “I suppose that is what I’m here for right?” she asked, an edge to her voice that caused him to contemplate his response a bit more carefully. “Some quickie fucks before I become the main course?” 
 
    “Bringing you here, claiming you, was for your protection. Frankie would have executed you on the spot, and my team would have helped,” he said. “As my mate, you’re free to roam the nest. You can even move about the city.” 
 
    The snort she gave would have been cute if he hadn’t heard a hint of hopelessness behind it. 
 
    “You claimed me as your mate—speaking of which is absolutely crazy. You don’t know me. I don’t know you. But the vampires who are probably already searching the nest for me would love to drain me of every drop in my body. You’re crazy if you think I’m going to go traipsing around as if I weren’t the next dish on the meal plan based on you saying a few words.” 
 
    “Anya...” he sighed. “You’re safe here.” 
 
    “Pretty words, but exactly that—words. When I step outside that door, and you’re not beside me, what do you think they’ll do?” 
 
    “There are few things sacred to the vampires,” he said. “The claim of mating is one of those.” 
 
    Anya shook her head, and the dark strands of her hair fell forward concealing one of her emerald green eyes. “Forgive me if I find it hard to take the word of a murderer.” 
 
    A familiar pang of bitterness pulled at his chest. He hadn’t chosen this life. Hell, if it hadn’t been forced upon him, he would have revolted against it like Anya. But that choice had been stripped from him. 
 
    For a while, he had embraced the life. He couldn’t deny the label she’d placed on him. He had killed. For necessity, for survival, and on occasion, he had enjoyed it. But those days were long past. 
 
    “You won’t take my word for it, yet you came here,” he pointed out. “What other reassurance did you expect to get? What more do you need?” 
 
    She hesitated, and he wondered if she even knew what it was that would bring her peace of mind. Her brow wrinkled as her green eyes narrowed at him before flickering away to the window. She moved toward it and pulled back the curtain. The early morning sun was rising, and the soft rays highlighted her profile. 
 
    She was stunning. Her nose was softly sloped and slightly tipped up at the end. The natural pout of her full lips left Niko reaching to adjust his pants yet again as he thought of how it would feel to slide his cock between them. 
 
    Anya glanced at him, and as if sensing the direction of his thoughts, her cheeks flushed a delicate pink. 
 
    “Witch blood.” 
 
    Erotic visions vanished at her words. 
 
    “Fuck no.” He shook his head. 
 
    One of her brows arched. “This is not negotiable,” Anya said. “You get me the blood, and I’ll stay.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that that is the only known substance capable of killing vampires, and you really think I’m going to bring it into the nest?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I think that if you want me to stay, you’ll bring it into the nest and give it to me.” 
 
    He didn’t question why she needed it. He’d heard tales of humans consuming witch blood. By ingesting the witch blood, she ensured that her body and blood were contaminated and that any vampire who dared to sample her would die an excruciating death. But those tales told had never ended well for the human. 
 
    “Do you realize how dangerous drinking blood is for a human? The diseases you’re exposing yourself to?” 
 
    “Non-negotiable.” 
 
    He was tempted to push back, to see if she thought she had the leverage to make such a demand. Which she did. He wanted her in a way that he didn’t quite understand. From the moment he saw her, his body had been driven by a wicked passion focused on possessing her. 
 
    “Or I walk,” she said. 
 
    Either she realized how desperate he was to feel her slick pussy gripping his cock again, or she was willing to die before becoming a blood doll. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    He’d be a fool to give in to her. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Sergei was going to kill him. Fuck, every vamp in the nest was going to be gunning for him. 
 
    “You’ll have your which blood,” he said. 
 
    Anya’s eyes widened at his words, and he silently cursed himself for how quickly he’d given in to her because apparently, she hadn’t realized just how tight a hold she had on him. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” she asked, giving her head a slight shake. 
 
    “I thought that was what you wanted,” he said. “I give you the blood, and you stay.” 
 
    “You’d risk the lives of your entire nest, of yourself to get me to stay? Why?” 
 
    “Because I want you,” Niko stated. 
 
    “Why me?” Disbelief rife in her voice. 
 
    A logical answer didn’t exist. He’d had beautiful women before. He’d even fallen in love once. But Anya... while he wasn’t ready to proclaim he loved her, he knew he was in lust. He was already addicted to the sweet scent of her, and it had nothing to do with his need to feed. There was just something about her, about the way she affected him, that escaped explanation. 
 
    He closed the distance between them and slid his hands through her dark locks. He gently tugged until she lifted her face to look up at him. 
 
    “I want you, and I get what I want.” 
 
    His head dipped, and he crushed her lips beneath his. She gasped, and his tongue swept into her mouth. The deliciously sinful taste of her inflamed him. 
 
    He pressed in on her until her back met the wall. He let go of her hair and swept his hands down her body and under her thighs. Curling his fingers into her soft flesh, he lifted her. With her feet dangling an inch from the ground, Anya had no choice but to hold on to him. 
 
    Her arms wound around his shoulders, and with a moan she parted her legs, letting him press his cock against her hot junction. 
 
    Niko tore his lips away from hers to stare down at her. For a brief moment, he questioned what he was doing. He should be formulating his excuses, calculating the risks of not only letting her live but of giving her witch blood. 
 
    Then her tongue peeked out, moistening her lips and every coherent thought vanished under a wave of lust. 
 
    Keeping his hold on her thighs, he pulled them away from the wall. Anya wrapped her legs around his waist, and he bit back a moan as he felt the damp heat of her through their clothing. 
 
    He carried her to his bedroom, kicking the door shut behind them, and then set her down on the edge of the bed. Stepping away from her, he closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. Her scent fascinated him. Even with the witch blood still in her system, his incisors dropped. 
 
    His eyes flew open, staring into the darkness shrouding them. He could see the heat radiating from her, the rapid beat of her heart causing it to pulse frantically. 
 
    He didn’t know how the fuck he was going to keep from biting her. But as he gazed down at her, he realized he would risk his life for another taste of her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Anya shivered as Niko’s strong hands landed on her bare arms, his touch expected yet shocking nonetheless. She remained still, seated on the bed’s edge, sightless in the dark room. He caressed her while she cleared her mind. Closing her eyes, she allowed the absence of sight to magnify her senses, and how he trailed kisses over the side of her neck, down to the slope of her delicate shoulder. Each touch left a fire in their wake. 
 
    He licked the sensitive skin of her neck up to her ear lobe. Her pulse raced. 
 
    She knew he wouldn’t bite her, couldn’t drink from her. Still, it wasn’t a secret that he wished to. 
 
    He stretched her arm up, kissing each inch of pale flesh until he reached her fingertips. Heat stirred under her skin, desire bubbling to the surface. 
 
    One of his hands left her, and a moment later soft light chased away the darkness. She turned to face him and was hypnotized by the unmasked lust in his gaze. He stroked her cheek, and she reacted without thought, shutting her eyes again and nuzzling his hand. 
 
    Then his touch disappeared. When Anya opened her eyes, she sucked in a breath. He stood before her, striping his clothing. Moonlight danced through the windows, outlining his body in shadows and cool highlights. Waiting for him to finish was a test of her patience. He moved slowly, and as much as she ached to tear his pants away, she didn’t rush him. 
 
    When he was finally naked, he stood waiting. She rose from the bed and walked around him. He turned with her, dipping his head as he tried to take her mouth again. She jerked her head back and pressed her hands to his chest. Losing balance, or at least pretending to, he fell back on the bed, a cocky smile curving his lips. 
 
    She flicked open the buttons of her overalls. The loose material sagged and once her arms were free, it dropped to her waist. With a little shimmy, the uniform fell, pooling at her feet. She toed off her shoes and stepped out of the pile of clothes. 
 
    Arching her back, she ran a hand down her side to the top of her thigh and then let her fingers slip between her legs. Niko watched her, desire darkening his eyes, tempting her to keep playing and prolong the moment. 
 
    But lying on the bed, his body was on full display for her. She followed the shadows across his lean, muscular chest and further down to the length of his hard cock. A bead of pre-cum glistened along the tip. Chills of excitement danced over her skin, fueling her yearning. She couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    She straddled his stomach, trapping his hot length between them. Taking his hands, she leaned forward to cover his mouth with hers, and pressed their hands into the bed beside his head. His lips parted, welcoming her tongue. Though she initiated, he took control, devouring her and stealing her breath. 
 
    Moans she didn’t mean to reveal escaped and vanished into his mouth, swallowed by his conquering kiss. He tugged his hands loose and caressed her back, drawing her closer before his fingertips trailed down her spine. 
 
    The movement stole her balance, and she collapsed against him, breasts pressed to his chest. The heady sensations pulled her under—his tongue dancing with hers, his hands holding her close, their bodies moving together. She turned her head and escaped their kiss with a gasp. 
 
    Niko’s chest shook beneath her, a soft, rumbling chuckle. She sat up, and he reacted, digging his fingers into the cheeks of her ass, stirring a heat that flowed toward her center. She took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts and trying to focus. 
 
    His hips thrust up as he twisted, flipping her onto her back. The movement sent a dizzying rush to her head. She sank into the plush mattress as he fit himself between her legs, hips held back. The beat of her heart echoed in her ears, a frantic rhythm as her senses spun out of control. 
 
    Dipping low, he kissed her collarbone. His lips traveled down to capture her nipple. Shivers broke over her skin once more. He pulled the hardened bud into his mouth and nibbled. His hand worked her other breast, massaging and pinching the tip. A sizzling jolt went down to her center as if there was a direct line from her breasts to her core. His mouth and fingertips teased and tormented her until she whimpered. He relented for a second before moving his attention to her other nipple. 
 
    When she could take no more, she kicked her legs and protested. Niko journeyed down her anxious body, licking her stomach and dipping his tongue into her navel. The sensation tickled, causing her muscles to contract. His lips found her hip bone, and he paused. 
 
    She held her breath and glanced down, seeing only the dark shadow of the top of his head. His fingers traced her inner thighs, igniting her blood. Seconds passed, then his fingertips swept along her delicate folds, dipping into her arousal. 
 
    “Is this what you want, Anya?” he asked, one finger sliding into her tight channel. 
 
    She groaned as he curled his finger and rubbed her slick wall until he hit the spot he’d been looking for. Her body jerked at the contact, and he slipped a second finger in, going right to the same spot. 
 
    “Do you want my fingers in you? Should I make you come like this?” He drew his fingers out and then shoved them back in as his thumb flicked her clit. 
 
    Anya tossed her head, stubborn pride keeping her silent. But there was no denying how much she ached for his touch when her body offered such proof readily. 
 
    His fingers worked her, thrusting in and out, twisting as he gently stretched her opening. A throaty moan escaped her, and he stilled. 
 
    “Tell me now what you want.” 
 
    She licked her lips and buried her hands into Niko’s thick, dark hair. She urged him up, demanding, “Kiss me.” 
 
    In a heartbeat, he’d crawled back up her body to obey. His strong arms held her while she explored his broad back. Their tongues tangling, and she drew in air when she could, but breathing wasn’t as important as tasting him. 
 
    He shifted so his lower body no longer pressed against the bed. The evidence of his arousal brushed against her, causing Anya to let out a throaty moan. She lifted her hips encouragingly, and his erection settled at her entrance. 
 
    “Do you want me to fuck you?” he asked. 
 
    She arched her body and squeezed her knees to his sides. 
 
    Niko gripped the sides of her face, holding her still. She met his gaze, gasping at the desire she saw there. 
 
    “Say it, Anya. Tell me you want my cock in your pussy. Tell me you want me to fuck you so hard you scream.” 
 
    Anya struggled to pull in a breath. Her entire body was taut with anticipation. She arched, lifting her hips up in offering, but he didn’t take her. Wouldn’t take her. 
 
    “You. I want you inside me,” she gasped. 
 
    Niko surged forward and slid his hard length into her. Her mouth fell open at the feel of him, thick and powerful. He thrust deeper until he was completely sheathed within her, stretching her. 
 
    He held his position for a moment, then began to rock in and out in shallow movements. She closed her eyes, surrendering to the hot bliss that built with every passing second. 
 
    “More,” she said, clutching at him and drawing him nearer. “Harder.” 
 
    His mouth covered hers, devouring her in a ferocious kiss as his hips slammed against her. The unexpected force overwhelmed her. The deeper he went, the harder he thrust, the more she wanted. With every stroke, she seemed to fall away from reality. Everything faded to a background. Nothing mattered except Niko and her. Nothing existed past that moment. 
 
    Hunger she didn’t recognize or understand consumed her. She dragged her fingers down his back, and he pulled his mouth from hers, hissing as she scored his flesh. Waves of heat flowed over her body, building and pooling in her core. 
 
    He kissed her neck, lips trailing over her pulse. He sucked at her skin teasingly, drawing her moans. His hand slid to her lower back, lifting her body to meet his in a tighter embrace, allowing him to bury in her even deeper. The shift made her cry out at the intensity. 
 
    Goosebumps covered her tingling skin. Every nerve ending in her body seemed awake and excited. Niko’s hips thrust, and their bodies met with a force that pulled cries of ecstasy from her. Each breath she took was audible, a sigh, a moan, a whispered plea. 
 
    Her palms flattened against his back, frantically tugging him forward as if there was still too much distance between them. He sank down, no longer holding himself up for leverage. The weight of him was nearly crushing, but it was welcome. His muscled body trapped and protected her even as he fed her every desire. 
 
    Anya held her breath while he ground against her, moved within her. The fire coursing through her blood threatened to overflow. His hips surged forward as if he sensed her need. Slower but harder. He rocked back and shot forward again, jostling her senses. 
 
    She clutched the satin sheets to keep from clawing at his skin. He reached between them, his fingers finding her clit. He pressed the stiffened nub firmly then gave it a hard rub. Ripples of tingling pleasure flowed free, and she screamed. As he continued to thrust, she fell apart, lost to the whirlwind of pleasure. Like currents of electricity, her climax traveled up and down her body, leaving her muscles liquid and thoughts hazy. 
 
    Niko cradled her as she trembled, kissing her chin and nibbling her lips. She wrapped her trembling arms around him. Just as her spasms calmed, he groaned and pushed deep into her. The muscles of his back tense under her hands. His length flexed, pulsing within her, and his weight shook over her. He pulled in a deep breath, then relaxed as he exhaled in a harsh groan. Heavy and spent, his body collapsed on her. 
 
    She sought his mouth and found it. There was no less passion in his kiss now, but there was a strange gentleness as if the magic of the moment had left a softened haze on things. He no longer fought to win her kiss, and she no longer resisted giving it to him. 
 
    They remained still for a while. Anya’s heart calmed, and her head stopped spinning. Even pinned under his drained from, contentment stirred through her. 
 
    But it was a feeling that couldn’t last. Clarity made its way to the forefront of her mind. 
 
    Anya brushed her sweat-slicked hair back from her face and took a heavy breath. Sex with Niko wasn’t going to make the choices she had to make any easier. It was going to make things messy. Delicious, sexy, and addictive, but messy. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck were you thinking?” 
 
    Niko had asked himself that question a dozen times since he left Anya sleeping in his bed. While he hadn’t come up with an answer beyond having fucking amazing sex, coming from his brother it only brought up his defenses. 
 
    “I was thinking I don’t need my little brother’s permission to claim a mate,” he snapped back and spun around to pour himself a shot of vodka. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a problem if it were a vamp, or hell, even if it were any other human, but her? A fucking spy from the Coven, and you brought her here as your mate?” 
 
    “She’s not a spy.” He threw back the shot then slammed the glass on the bar. 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” Sergei nearly shouted. “Vlad said she fell from the ceiling vents. Why else would she be up there?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I claimed her.” 
 
    Niko waited for Sergei’s next argument, but nothing came. He twisted to find his brother staring stonily at him, repeatedly clenching and flexing his hands. He didn’t fault Sergei for his anger. If the roles were reversed, Niko would have been saying the same things, which was why he knew his brother’s silence wasn’t one of acceptance. Not yet, but it would be. 
 
    “And she accepted this claim?” 
 
    Niko poured another drink. Damn, he wished alcohol had the same effects on vampires as it did on humans. Unfortunately, it would take a case of vodka before he began to feel any effects. And in a division with limited access to resources, good booze couldn’t be wasted getting shitfaced. 
 
    “Niko?” Sergei pressed. 
 
    “She’s agreed to try.” 
 
    “What does that mean? How do you try to be a vampire?” 
 
    Niko swallowed the second shot, grimacing at the slight burn. When Sergei walked around to the other side of the bar, he had no choice but to face his brother. 
 
    “I’m not turning her yet,” he admitted. 
 
    “Niko, brother, you can’t bring a human into the nest and expect every vamp in the place to keep their fangs out of her.” Sergei placed his hands on the bar top and leaned toward Niko. “Even with your claim, they will question why you haven’t turned her. You know there are those who wouldn’t think twice about sucking her dry if they doubted whether your claim is real.” 
 
    “And they will die an agonizing death.” 
 
    “You can’t go around killing your people for doing what comes naturally to them.” 
 
    “I won’t need to kill them. Anya will do that,” Niko said, then winced at the pride he heard in his words. He was talking about a potential slaughtering of his people, and he was proud? What the hell was she doing to him? 
 
    “You’ve known the chick for all of six hours,” Sergei pointed out, “And you think she’s capable of taking out a nest on her own?” 
 
    This was the part of the conversation Niko had been dreading. Justifying a claim on a human was one thing, that had happened in the past with other couples. Explaining how he expected Anya to survive as a human surrounded by almost two hundred vampires was another. 
 
    “Her blood will kill them.” 
 
    “Vlad told me she smelled of witch blood. Shit, Niko, you know as well as I do the witch blood will be out of her system within a few days.” 
 
    There it was. A chance to come clean and admit he’d promised Anya more blood. He needed to tell Sergei. But he couldn’t. 
 
    Niko’s eyes darted to the side, avoiding the other man’s gaze. “She had a stash in her overalls. She downed enough to last at least a couple weeks.” 
 
    A glass sailed past his head and smashed into the wall on the other side of the room. Shattered glass and liquor fell like rain to the carpet. 
 
    Niko turned his attention back to Sergei who stood, arms folded across his chest, glaring at him. It wasn’t often the two of them fought, at least not since they had reconciled nearly ten years ago. But the expression Sergei wore at that moment was one Niko remembered from long before the Rift. 
 
    “You can lie to the nest, I don’t give a shit,” Sergei said through gritted teeth. “But don’t fucking lie to me.” 
 
    Guilt twisted Niko’s stomach. The last time he’d lied to his brother their family ended up dead, and the two of them had become immortal. In the years since, he’d fought to regain his brother’s trust and sworn to never hide things from him. 
 
    “Her condition was that I provide her with witch blood until she decides whether she’ll stay.” 
 
    “And you agreed?” 
 
    Niko let his silence be his answer. 
 
    The hiss of Sergei’s breath was audible, but the outraged fury Niko expected never came. Instead, Sergei gave him a sympathetic look and grabbed another bottle of vodka from under the bar. 
 
    Niko didn’t bother with the shot glass. He took the nearly full bottle from his broth, gripping it by the neck, then chugged what was left. 
 
    “Driven to drink so soon?” asked a sultry voice. 
 
    The two men glanced up in surprise to find Tash striding into the room. As she closed the distance between them, the brothers looked back at each other. Niko gave an almost indiscernible shake of his head, and Sergei responded by tipping his up, letting Niko know he understood the unspoken request. 
 
    “A celebratory drink seems appropriate,” Sergei said. “It’s not every day our leader claims his mate.” 
 
    Tash came to a stop beside Niko, pressing her back to the bar and resting her elbows on the top of it. Her heavy perfume surrounded him like a cloud, and instantly he longed for the gentle scent of Anya as he’d burrowed his face in her hair. 
 
    “So, it’s true,” Tash said, arching her perfectly penciled brows at him. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I suppose I should offer my congratulations. Pozdravlyayem.” Her blue eyes narrowed, revealing that the smile curling her lips as anything but congratulatory. 
 
    While things between them had ended amicably, he wasn’t foolish enough to think she would be above petty jealousy. She had a mean streak, which in their battle with the witches was an asset. Her determination to win and be the best was a big part of how the vampires survived after the Rift and why she had been appointed head of the security force. 
 
    It was those qualities that left him with little doubt that Tash wouldn’t accept Anya as his mate, at least not while she remained human. 
 
    “My brother thinks he has found his soul mate,” Sergei said with a smirk. 
 
    Tash gave a loud short laugh. “I remember the last time he thought that, and it didn’t end well for any of us.” 
 
    “Anya is nothing like Anastasia,” Niko snapped, unsettled by the memories Tash’s words evoked. 
 
    Tash picked up the bottle from the counter and took a long swig before answering. “She may not have the power or the fangs, but she seems to have you by the balls and ultimately that’s what gave Anastasia control of the nest.” 
 
    “Anastasia had control of this nest long before I ever came into the picture.” Old resentments flared in Niko, and he grabbed the bottle from her. He didn’t need a lecture on the destructive ways of female manipulation. “The Berkanos let her run the Russian empire unfettered. She is one of the reasons the Omsk Coven agreed to help with the cure. It wasn’t until after she disappeared that the Coven stepped down their attacks on us.” 
 
    “You’re right, brother,” Sergei said, slapping him on the back. “Anastasia’s level of evil would be hard for anyone to match.” 
 
    Tash pressed her lips together in a tight smile and nodded. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    Niko bit back the words boiling inside him, because hell, he’d only known Anya for a few hours, could he guarantee she wasn’t another Anastasia? 
 
    Hoisting the bottle in the air, he saluted Tash, then made a show of grabbing two clean glasses. “I’m off to my mate. I shall see you at dinner.” 
 
    Keeping his steps controlled, he moved to the door, aware of the two sets of eyes following him. He reached the hall, and his shoulders relaxed just a bit before straightening up as he realized other members of the nest could be watching. 
 
    When he stepped into the elevator and sent it up to his suite, he finally took a deep breath and slumped against the mirrored sides. 
 
    The sight that met him when the doors slid open shouldn’t have surprised him, but it did, possibly because he attached more meaning to his claim than Anya obviously had. 
 
    Her soft round ass was up in the air as she leaned the top half of her body out the window. The heat flowing in was suffocating, and the sound of melting snow sliding off the roof of the building must have drowned out the dinging of the elevator since she made no move to come back inside. 
 
    Escape was a reasonable assumption to make when he considered her motivation for risking her life. Though, he supposed she could simply have been trying to get some fresh air. 
 
    Regardless of her intentions, her backside swaying before him proved a temptation Niko wouldn’t even try to resist. 
 
    Carefully, he set the glasses and alcohol on the coffee table, and with stealth any vampire would be proud of, he snuck up behind her, stopping just short of touching her. He focused his mind and sent out a gentle command for her to feel safe. Having her fall or jump out the window in fright would put a cramp in his plans. A soft sigh from her assured him the command worked. 
 
    He gripped her hips and pulled back. She moved willingly into his arms, pressing her ass into his groin. A groan erupted from him as she arched her back and increased the pressure. 
 
    “You should be more careful who you let hold you. I could have been anyone,” Niko said, curling his hand around to her belly. He played with the fastenings of her pants, before letting his fingers slip under the waistband. 
 
    She trembled then grabbed his hand, squeezing it briefly. 
 
    “You should be more careful who you try to compel,” she warned and twisted his arm. 
 
    Niko’s harsh cry filled the room, as he suddenly found himself cradling his rapidly swelling wrist. 
 
    “I get to decide who holds me,” she said and spun away, putting a few feet between them. “Compelling me into submission isn’t ever going to happen.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to gain submission,” he protested, rubbing his wrist, grateful the discomfort would last only a few seconds before it had completely healed. “I didn’t want to give you such a scare that you fell out the window.” 
 
    She studied him for a moment as if assessing his honesty. Eventually, she gave a half-smile and stepped forward, returning to his embrace. 
 
    “I have another couple conditions.” 
 
    Niko pursed his lips, ready to deny any request that could make life more complicated for him with the nest. 
 
    “One. No more getting into my brain and making me do things. If you truly want me as your mate, then it needs to be completely my decision.” 
 
     “Never again,” he agreed. Compelling humans was a technique used by some vampires to subdue their blood donors, but it wasn’t one he liked to use, so agreeing to that demand was an easy one. “And the second?” 
 
    “If we’re going to try this whole mate thing, then no sex with anyone else,” she said. “If you can’t handle that, this is over.” 
 
    It had been well over half a decade since he’d had any restrictions on his sex life and letting Anya dictate what he could and couldn’t do went against his sense of control. Arguing, though, would only lead to a battle he had no interest in winning. 
 
    He couldn’t imagine wanting any other woman than Anya. Ever. And considering how little he knew her, that was beyond crazy. For a vampire, trusting a human to do anything other than worry about their own survival was unheard of. Even the blood dolls in the club were there for a purpose. They wanted protection, and as long as their masters gave them that, they were loyal. 
 
    What would Anya do to survive? 
 
    Niko curled his lips up on one side. “I’ll agree to your condition, as long as you agree to one of mine.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    She licked her lips, and his body tightened in response. So many tempting ideas came to him as he envisioned what else she might do with her tongue. But he wouldn’t be distracted. He needed to trust her, and that meant knowing who she was. 
 
    “You have to tell me how you’ve survived this long.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    “I do what I need to,” Anya said. 
 
    Niko stared down at her, and she knew he wouldn’t be appeased so easily. He didn’t really want to know how she stayed alive. He wanted to know what she was capable of doing, what she had done to make it, and whether he could trust her. Which, if he possessed any sense at all, he wouldn’t. 
 
    “Details, Anya, or no deal.” 
 
    So how was she still alive? On the most basic level she was living, but the person she could have been never even had a chance. 
 
    She’d been born nearly ten years after the Rift. Back then, humans still held out a glimmer of hope that the damage done by the witches’ failed attempts at curing the vampires could be reversed. 
 
    By the time she was old enough to understand the world around her, that hope had dwindled to feeble efforts to ensure the human race survived. 
 
    Anya pulled away from Niko and moved to close the window. She gazed out at the roads below. The melting snow from the building had all but disappeared, and only the occasional drop of water fell, evaporating before it ever landed. 
 
    “My parents could remember Russia,” she said. The name felt strange on her tongue. Russia no longer existed. The Gulag and blood dens the witches and vampires created in the small corner were all that remained of the country. “They could remember the world as it had been. They were in medical school when the Rift happened. They joined a group at the hospital and worked to make life better for the remaining humans.” 
 
    It was their work at the hospital that saved her life. They had devoted their lives to working with the few scientists left in the Division, experimenting on altering the composition of human blood to make it toxic to vampires. Their discovery that consuming witch blood temporarily created that effect was what kept her alive. 
 
    “Will they be looking for you?” Niko asked, his brows drawing low. 
 
    “My father died five years ago. The witches took him to the Gulag.” 
 
    “Most humans survive in the work camp,” he pointed out. 
 
    “He was already sick when they took him. While witches and vampires have little fear of mortality, humans unfortunately still deal with it.” Anya rubbed the center of her chest, trying to ease the tightening growing there. “Vampires killed my mother a year later. My sister, Alina, was turned by a vampire not long after.” 
 
    “Is she here in the nest?” 
 
    Anya shook her head, her throat tightening. She’d never told anyone about Alina. There hadn’t been anyone to tell. Everyone who knew her sister had been killed or lured into the Berkano’s blood doll club. She’d considered telling Yoni, thinking she might be able to dissuade the other woman when she started going to the club, but something held her back. So why did the thought of telling Niko seem so right? 
 
    “Did she go feral?” he pressed. “We could find her. Bring her back from that.” 
 
    “Back to a normal vampire?” She gave him a wry smile. “No. Even if she were feral, she wouldn’t want that.” 
 
    “Where is she then?” 
 
    “The morning after her first feeding, she was faced with what she’d become. The little girl next door, Lydia, was only six years old, but that hadn’t mattered to Alina, not when her hunger was so powerful.” 
 
    Tears she hadn’t shed in four years pooled in her eyes as she pictured little Lydia laying on the floor covered in blood. 
 
    “She took Lydia’s body to the barrier. She didn’t want Lydia’s parents to see what had happened. I thought she was going to...” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut, seeing Alina in her bloodstained clothing, holding Lydia to her chest. There’d been a moment when her sister looked back at her. At first, Anya thought it was to ask for forgiveness, then she realized Alina was saying goodbye. 
 
    “She carried Lydia’s body through the barrier.” 
 
    Anya didn’t know if her sister was dead. Vampires were essentially immortal, but nothing existed outside the barrier. Maybe her sister simply ceased to exist in this world, transported to another part of the world where there was no struggle to survive, where she was human again. The probability of it was enough for Anya to accept that her sister wasn’t coming back. Who would want to return to this reality? 
 
    She gave a deep sigh, pushing the memories of her family to the past, and shrugged her shoulders. Lingering on those days when she wasn’t alone never accomplished anything. Survival meant living in the present. Alina and her parents were gone. 
 
    “Once I was on my own, I moved around a lot. It’s easier to stay off the Coven’s radar that way. Their lottery system for selecting camp recruits isn’t random. Once you learn the pattern, you can stay ahead of them.” 
 
    “And how did you avoid the vampires?” 
 
    “Witch blood. A little can go a long way. It used to be that a sip or two every few days was enough to keep a vampire from trying anything.” 
 
    “Use to be?” 
 
    “Lately, those in the last stages of going feral are a bit more willing to risk it.” The face of the vamp she’d killed the night before flashed through her mind. He hadn’t been feral yet, but a few more weeks without feeding, and he would have ripped her throat out without hesitation. 
 
    “So, you kill them.” 
 
    “Before they kill me,” she said, unwilling to feel guilt at what happened to them. Vampires were monsters, out to kill. They deserved to die. 
 
    “And me? Would you kill me?” Niko asked. 
 
    She hesitated. Not because she didn’t know the answer but because she wasn’t certain what he wanted to hear. In the end, she decided on brutal honesty. 
 
    “If it were a matter of my life or yours, I would.” 
 
    His burst of laughter was unexpected, but at least he wasn’t offended. When his chuckles faded, a serious look passed over his face. 
 
    “I appreciate your honesty. It’s always good to know where I stand with a woman,” he said. 
 
    “Just with women?” 
 
    “Men are much easier to read. Their motives are straightforward and based on three simple things. Power, hunger, lust. They don’t complicate things or manipulate in the same ways as women.” 
 
    “You think I’ll manipulate you? Because that’s what women do?” Maybe she should be the one offended. 
 
    “Only because men are so easy to manipulate. Appeal to one of our motives and we cave.” 
 
    “And what is it that motivates women?” 
 
    “I never fucking know. Now me,” Niko said, reaching out to take her hand and tug her close to him, “I’m easy to motivate.” 
 
    Anya snorted as his erection nudged her stomach. “I’m sure you are, and despite your obvious interest in other pursuits, I need food.” 
 
    As if on cue, her stomach rumbled. Niko sighed and backed up, though, he held on to her hand. 
 
    “I suppose we’ll need to face the nest eventually anyway,” he said. “Vampires love to gossip, so it’s better to do it now before there’s much of a chance for a spin to be put on it.” 
 
    “Vampires love gossip? Really?” 
 
    Niko nodded and shrugged one shoulder. “Personally, I don’t get it, but it’s a fact. I think the idea of vampirism holds some sort of lure to certain people, leading them to this life, and gossip is just a common thread linking them together.” 
 
    Anya tried to come up with some snarky response, but her mind reeled from what he’d said. Turning vampire was worse than becoming a blood doll. Her sister chose death over being a vampire. So had her parents. 
 
    But some chose to be vampires. It was like a dirty little secret humans kept quiet, so no one ever had to admit it. Yet, people did it, and their choice had nothing to do with surviving. 
 
    As Niko led her to the elevator, she studied his broad shoulders, the way the light caught the slight waves in his dark hair. Her skin tingled, and her chest ached in a strange way. 
 
    Twelve hours ago, Anya wouldn’t have hesitated to follow in her family’s footsteps. Now... she wondered if she would be so quick to choose death. 
 
    The thought terrified her, and she steeled herself against it, refusing to show even a hint of weakness. She had survived the loss of everyone close to her at the hands of vampires and witches, she couldn’t let herself be swayed so easily by amazing sex. 
 
    In the elevator, Niko slipped his hand into hers. She stiffened and went to draw away, but he gently squeezed. 
 
    “A mating comes with certain expectations,” he said with a half-smile. 
 
    “And presenting me as a weak little woman is going to meet those expectations?” 
 
    “I hardly think holding hands will convince anyone that you aren’t a threat to the nest.” 
 
    “Then why bother?” 
 
    Anya expected some pat answer about bonding. What she didn’t expect was for Niko to suddenly press her against the wall of the elevator and claim her lips in a kiss that left her panting for more. 
 
    She shifted so his leg slid between hers. A deep moan rumbled through her as he lifted her off her feet so she could rub her aching mound along the hard length of his thigh. 
 
    His tongue traced the seam of her lips until she opened under the pressure. The rough texture of his tongue sent a rush of heat through her, pooling at her core as she pictured other ways he could use it on her. 
 
    As quickly as he’d taken her, he stepped back, releasing her mouth even as she groaned in protest. She licked her lips, desperate for any taste of him that still lingered. 
 
    His eyes gleamed as he stared down at her and extended his hand. 
 
    “You have a choice, Anya,” he said. “I can stake my claim on you by holding your hand and letting my people image what has happened between us, or I can take you to the dining room, lay you out on the table and feast on your sweet pussy while they watch.” 
 
    He arched a brow, and a shiver of excitement coursed through her. She wasn’t into exhibitionism, but the thought of him going down on her was almost enough to tempt her into accepting what he had clearly meant as a dare. Almost. 
 
    “Hand holding it is,” she said and took his hand. 
 
    The elevator dinged and slowed to a stop. As the doors opened, her grip on Niko tightened, and she was suddenly thankful for a reason to hold onto him. 
 
    She would be an idiot if she were to dismiss the dangers of being in the nest. Niko claimed a mating protected her, but then he countered that with the fact that if the vampires didn’t believe it was a real mating, they would gladly shed the code that kept them in line. 
 
    Beside her, Niko shifted closer and sent a calming wave over her. She’d warned him not to use his powers of compulsion on her, but he wasn’t compelling her to do anything, and to be honest, in that moment she was grateful. Fear would only heighten the vampire’s interest in her. 
 
    “I think we’ll skip the dining hall,” Niko said, steering her away from the sounds of people gathering. “We can take a tray up to the suite.” 
 
    He led her into a large kitchen, where a handful of vamps hustled around stirring and chopping. They looked up when Anya and Niko entered the room, their eyes widening and then narrowing in hostility as they took in the sight of her. 
 
    Anya wasn’t sure if they were hostile because she was human, or because they could smell the witch blood still protecting her. 
 
    “This is Anya, my mate,” Niko announced as if the five vamps in front of them were the entire nest. 
 
    He then introduced each of them to her, and she nodded in response as their names prompting escaped her. Despite the calming compulsion he’s placed over her, her mind was still in fight or flight, neither of which required knowing the names of the group of vamps glaring at her. 
 
    He gave a brief order for a tray of food, and while they waited, she trained her eyes on him. To anyone else, her gaze might have seemed adoring, as if she were so enamored with her new mate she couldn’t focus on anyone or anything else, when in truth she was avoiding the sight of the empty blood bags piled on the counter and the dozen or so carafes filled with a deep red liquid she knew wasn’t blood. 
 
    Eating in the suite suddenly sounded like the greatest idea ever. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Nearly two weeks after Anya’s arrival in his life, Niko found himself in the alley behind the Coven headquarters, staring through the darkness at a sketchy looking witch. 
 
    The man, Pavel, was beyond lanky, and Niko was apprehensive about accepting the quart of blood he’d promised to deliver. Who knew what kinds of drugs or diseases this guy had running through his body, and the thought of giving it to Anya—letting her drink it—was almost enough to renege on the deal. But the hint of witch blood still in Anya’s system from the last batch he’d bartered for from an old friend wasn’t going to last long, and if he wanted her to stay, he needed to give her what he’d promised. 
 
    “A quart for a quart,” Pavel said, slightly lifting the hand that held his container. 
 
    “What do you need vampire blood for?” Niko asked. 
 
    “Do you truly want to ask questions? Perhaps I should ask you what your intentions are.” The flickering light from the lantern he carried illuminated Pavel’s face, and his yellow teeth seemed to glow. 
 
    Niko’s uneasiness about the exchange grew, but Anya trusted this guy. Wanting to get the deal done, he moved toward the witch, extending his glass jar of blood. They each reached for the other’s container, and after a slight hesitation, it was done. 
 
    Pavel scurried away, cradling his vampire blood close to his chest. Niko watched him vanish around the building before heading back home. The nest was still quiet as most of the vamps were down at the club, where they’d stay until mid-morning. Still, he strode swiftly to the elevator not wanting to be caught by anyone. 
 
    When he reached his suite, he found Anya on the couch, leaning back with her arms crossed over her chest. To a casual observer, she might look relaxed, but Niko knew better. She’d wanted to go to the exchange, probably because she hadn’t believed he’d go through with it, but he’d nixed that idea. 
 
    There was so little witch blood left in her that he couldn’t even detect it unless he pressed his nose right into the crock of her neck. Having her wander the nest wasn’t an option. Although he’d reassured her that his people would honor his claim, he knew some of them hadn’t completely accepted it, and any ferals roaming the city wouldn’t hesitate to attack if given the opportunity. 
 
    “Did you get it?” she asked. 
 
    He held up the blood, and a strange feeling swept through him as relief passed over her face. He’d hoped that by now she would have reconsidered her refusal to let him turn her. Sergei had told him it was proof that she would never change her mind, but Niko figured he was going to live for an eternity, so he could wait a few more weeks. 
 
    Anya rose and took the bottle from him and moved to the kitchenette. She pulled out a wine glass from the cupboard and poured a small amount of the blood into it. She turned back to him and lifted the drink to her lips, pausing when she noticed him staring at her. 
 
    “What?” she asked, her eyebrows drawing low. “Surely seeing someone drink a bit of blood isn’t new to you.” 
 
    “It’s hardly the same.” 
 
    She cocked her hip and leaned against the breakfast bar, giving him a sardonic smile. “Because vampires enjoy it?” 
 
    “There’s no pleasure in drinking human blood. We drink to survive.” 
 
    “I think you underestimate the pleasures of your kin. I’ve seen a feeding frenzy, heard the stories of what happens to blood dolls when they visit the club.” 
 
    Words of denial lodged in Niko’s throat. She was right. While the taste of blood held little appeal to vampires, the fierce need to feed took over with often fatal results. Sex during feeding provided a way to let go of control in a different way, leaving the human alive which was a much more preferable end game considering a living blood doll gave the option to feed again. 
 
    Anya gave a soft chuckle then chugged the blood. When she swallowed the last drop, she grimaced and wiped her lips, then filled a new glass with water and rinsed her mouth. She disappeared into the bathroom to brush her teeth, and by the time she returned, he could already smell the change in her blood chemistry. 
 
    “I’m a bit surprised Pavel met you,” she said as she rinsed the used glasses in the sink. Her hand stroked the sleek tap. It was a habit he’d noticed, and when questioned she’d explained that she’d never seen one that was not only working but not rusted over. 
 
    Niko shrugged and moved to sit on the bar stool on the opposite side of the counter from her. “He definitely didn’t stick around once we made the swap.” 
 
    “I’ve only dealt with him a few times. Usually, I go directly to my supplier, but I haven’t seen her in over a month. Pavel is the closest I’ve been able to get, and he’s reluctant to deal with me.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t have what he wanted,” Niko said. “What is he using vamp blood for?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    He could tell she had her suspicions, most likely the same ones he had. The witches were looking for a way to eradicate the vampires. Hell, he was surprised they hadn’t already figured something out. Even without using their magic, they could easily have organized an attack using the humans that would have wiped the nests out. 
 
    “Did you find some more clothing for me?” she fingered the edge of the delicate flower pattern sundress. “This dress isn’t really my style.” 
 
    “The women of the nest aren’t exactly lining up with donations for a human. I could still send someone to your place to pack your things.” 
 
    Anya snorted. “There’s no way they’d get past the barriers. Guess I’m stuck with this. For now.” 
 
    Niko had no doubt her reluctance to let him send one of his crew to her place had little to do with their ability to get past a few obstacles. She didn’t want any vamps to know where she lived because she still intended to go back to her life as a human. 
 
    That was something he was going to have to change, though the more he learned about Anya, the more he realized she didn’t change her mind often. 
 
    He hopped off the stool and reached across the counter to take her hand. “I want to show you something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    He shook his head and avoided pointing out the definition of a surprise. Instead, he led her to the bedroom and then paused to pull a lever. The wall slats folded back, revealing a wide balcony overlooking the city. 
 
    “What the hell?!” Anya said. “Why didn’t you tell me this was here?” 
 
    “I didn’t think of it before,” he admitted. “I typically sleep during the day, and at night I’m busy. There’s also the fact that I’m a vampire. We don’t do sunlight, remember?” 
 
    Anya rolled her eyes. “That was pre-Rift. It won’t kill you anymore.” 
 
    “No, but just like you don’t enjoy freezing your ass off in the cold, we don’t care to burn in the sun.” 
 
    He flicked the lock and slid the balcony doors open and motioned her through. It was still dark out, but the area around the nest was illuminated by a handful of streetlights that served as a deterrent for any human or witch looking to lead a sneak attack. Further out, the flames encircling the Coven’s headquarters cast a flickering blue glow through the sky as the first rays of the sun peeked over the horizon, piercing the rolling storm clouds. 
 
    “You can see everything from here,” Anya said as she stepped forward and gripped the railing with her hands. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    Niko leaned his tall frame over Anya’s delicate one, taking in the dim mauve gradients of dawn. Though his eyes watched the day invade night, his hands trailed over the soft skin of her shoulders and down her slim arms. She shivered under his careful touch. 
 
    Anya looked back at him, a mischievous and wanton sparkle in her green eyes. One thing was on his mind, and he suspected he wasn’t alone in that. 
 
    He swept Anya’s long black hair clear of her neck and nibbled her jaw while he twined his fingers around hers and held them to the balcony railing. The salty sweet taste of her skin stirred his darkest desires, and he pressed against her backside as he dipped to kiss her neck. Shifting on her feet, she rubbed against him, making him twitch. 
 
    Her heartbeat sped, the wild thump music to his ears and fuel for his aching body. Anticipation for what was to come. 
 
    Anya tried to turn to face him, but he wouldn’t allow her to, holding her in place with his chest to her back. A noise of playful irritation hummed from her throat as he nibbled and licked his way down the side of her neck and placed a kiss where it curved to her shoulder. She clutched the rail tighter, and he took that as her promise that she wouldn’t move. 
 
    Releasing his grip on her hands, he reached around and cupped her breasts, delighting in the supple weight pressed to his palms. He exhaled against her flesh, and Anya’s breath hitched. Goosebumps sprinkled her body as if she were cold—though that was impossible in this oppressive heat. Her shivers were only for him. 
 
    Keeping one hand massaging her breast, he let the other drop and sneak between them to lift the hem of her short dress. His hand searched and found her thin underwear. He pulled the cotton aside and caressed her folds with his fingertips. She felt like a velvety soft peach, and he wondered if she would taste as luscious. The creamy dampness of her arousal stirred his cock, and he grew harder. Fingers coated in her moisture, he stroked her and circled her sensitive nub. 
 
    He teased her until her head fell back, and she sighed her pleasure to the sky. Warmth radiated from her, challenging the atmosphere. She was a fire in his hands, a burning that threatened to devour them. Eager to please, he slid two fingers into her wet heat, seeking to appease her. 
 
    Anya’s lips parted, a soft moan escaping before her body jerked forward. 
 
    “Here?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Niko whispered. 
 
    Rolling her nipple between his fingers while his other hand explored between her legs, he worked her into a frenzy. Only the erratic breaths slipping from her mouth and the racing pulse revealed how close to she was to falling over the edge of release. 
 
    When the rain started, it fell hot and heavy. Large drops pelted them, but Niko held her still. Only her release would stop him. 
 
    Placing his tongue flat to the strong vein of her neck, he savored the sensation of each gentle throb. He sank his fingers deeper into her, dragging in and out, playing her body like a lurid instrument. The blood coursing through her sang to him, even if he knew he couldn’t have a taste. 
 
    Anya’s knuckles grew white against the railing. Her arousal coated Niko’s fingers and spurred him forward. Closing his eyes, he focused on the sounds of her body climbing toward ecstasy through rumbling thunder and steady beat of the rain. Her gasping inhales and shuddered exhales sped, practically overlapping in a symphony of breathy moans. Her scent changed, somehow becoming sweeter yet sharp. 
 
    “Niko…” she gasped. “That feels so good. Don’t stop. I need more.” 
 
    Her voice touched parts of him in ways he couldn’t comprehend but felt compelled to obey. He would give her more, because stopping wasn’t even an option. 
 
    Niko pulled her lower body gently against his front, cradling his desperate bulge against her writhing ass. Drawing slick circles around her swollen bud, he drew the climax from her body. 
 
    Finally, her breath froze, caught in her lungs. Her walls clutched frantically at his fingers, and he reveled in her pleasure. She cried out, giving in to her bliss. The sweet note of her release carved itself into his mind, another precious memory of their moments together. His hands continued to caress and pinch, prolonging her orgasm, until he imagined her throat raw from the whimpers and moans. 
 
    She swayed, but he held her still, caressing her and kissing her neck until the shivers and quakes ended. He wanted the moment to last forever, holding her tight and listening to her euphoric sighs, but they didn’t have forever.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Her heart racing, Anya struggled to draw in a breath. She turned her face and sought Niko’s mouth. Their tongues tangled in a hungry kiss. She craved the taste of him, the feel of his body crushed to hers. She attempted to twist around, but he stopped her. 
 
    Pulling from her lips, he arched a brow and stared into her eyes. “We’re not done yet,” he promised and gave a shake of his head that sent beads of rainwater spraying around them. 
 
    Excitement surged through her, replacing the languid heaviness of satisfaction. Lifting his chin, Niko directed her attention to the glowing horizon. She licked her lips and obeyed. Behind her, he shifted, and she heard the sound of his zipper as he freed his hard length. 
 
    He took her by the waist, sliding his hands over the wet dress and tugged her hips up until her back arched and she lifted onto her toes to meet his angle. The tremors of pleasure had relaxed her, and he slid his length into her. Thrusting gently back and forth, he set an easy pace. 
 
    The rhythmic push of his body against hers swallowed her attention. Her hair slid over her shoulders as she moved with him, rocking on her toes and pushing back to welcome him deeper. Every minute and breath was magical as if their bodies cast a spell. 
 
    She continued to hold the rail, steadying herself against his increasingly solid movements. The sky grew lighter as she took in the sensation of their bodies joined as one. Her previous climax had left her sensitive, and she felt the pleasure build again. 
 
    Behind her came the rumble of his muffled groans even as the sound of her pounding heart seemed to echo and hang in the air. She whispered to the world around them, begging for more, pleading for him to move faster, harder. 
 
    His hands slid under her dress and took hold of her hips, fingertips digging into her skin. A flicker of brightness in the distance hastened his actions, steering her toward his goal. She gasped his name as his movements threatened to undo the last threads of her self-control. Sucking in a breath, she was overwhelmed by the intoxicating scent of lust and sweat that clung to them. 
 
    He placed a hand next to hers on the rail and rested his mouth against her ear. 
 
    “For me,” Niko whispered. 
 
    His words made Anya’s dark brows furrow in sensual despair. Her breath caught, and her body trembled. With only seconds to spare, he covered her mouth with his, devouring her breaths as they reached a peak. 
 
    They moaned in unison, swallowing each other’s sounds as they crashed toward bliss. The pleasure Anya had reached for barreled through her as the hard length of Niko pulsed and emptied inside her. She sagged as her legs gave way, but he held her up, cradling her close. Holding tight to her, he continued rocking within her. 
 
    The bottom curve of the sun cleared the horizon, casting streams of light through the clouds, and the rain slowed to a drizzle. Niko covered her with kisses from jaw to temple and nuzzled his face against her neck as if he were an animal marking her, and she closed her eyes, giving herself over to the excitement the idea forged within her. 
 
    He crossed his arms over her chest, and she overlapped his with her own. They stood, wet and content, facing another day until the rain cleared and the rays of sunlight reached the balcony. Niko pulled out of her, and her rapidly drying dress fell across her backside. 
 
    Anya turned around and smirked. “Now I know why you want me stuck wearing these things.” 
 
    “Dresses do have their benefits.” He reached out and cupped the sides of her face, then leaned in to cover her mouth with his. He kissed her with slow, methodical thrusts of his tongue that threatened to leave her a pile of mush at his feet. 
 
    Her stomach, though, chose that moment to remind her that she hadn’t eaten yet. She pressed her hands to Niko’s chest and gave him a nudge. When he pulled back, he frowned down at her. 
 
    “I need breakfast. Or dinner,” she said and waved her hand. “Whatever it’s called. Food. I need food.” 
 
    “I’ll have a tray brought up,” Niko said as he slid open the balcony door. 
 
    “No. I’m tired of being kept locked up in here like a prisoner.” Other than her first day at the nest when he’d taken her to the kitchen, which had consisted of grabbing a plate of food before retreating, she’d been stuck in their suite, with Niko giving every excuse possible for not letting her out. 
 
    “You’re not a prisoner.” 
 
    “No?” she snorted and pushed past him as she went back in the bedroom. “The doors are locked, and I can’t access the elevator. Even if I could, I have no idea what you’ve told your people about me. They might kill me on sight.” 
 
    “I told them that you’re my mate.” 
 
    Anya spun around, eyes narrowing as she attempted to discern whether he was being deliberately obtuse. “No more trays.” 
 
    “All right,” he muttered, though she was sure his brain was still turning, searching for an excuse to keep her there. 
 
    She was tempted to point out that if she did stay, she’d have to face the nest eventually, but realized that if she stayed, he’d turn her and then she’d blend in with the rest of them. 
 
    “Good,” she said and gave a firm nod. “I need to change first.” 
 
    Not giving him a chance to respond, Anya swept across the room to the walk-in closet and snagged the remaining sundress from its hanger. She pulled the damp one over her head and tossed it into the basket in the corner. After slipping the fresh dress on, she debated what to do about the panties. She only had two pairs and now neither were clean. Going commando when she was alone with Niko was one thing but being in the midst of a couple hundred vamps without the thin scrap of material left her squirming and feeling naked. With no other, she sighed decided she’d rather go without. 
 
    Turning from the closet, she found Niko tugging a dry t-shirt over his head. His washboard abs rippled with his movements before disappearing beneath the shirt. She cleared her throat and gave him a smile when he looked at her. 
 
    “Feed me,” she said. The corners of his lips twitched. “Food. Feed me food.” 
 
    The elevator ride was silent until they reached the main floor. The doors started to open, but Niko pressed a button, and they closed again. She gave him a curious look. 
 
    “They are bound by their oath to honor my claim,” he said, leaning his head down so their eyes were level. “But there are those who will not accept this mating. They will attempt to compel you to give in, and they will try to break our mating. Be on guard.” 
 
    Be on guard? Anya bit back the sarcastic comment, sensing from his dead-serious expression that he wouldn’t appreciate it. But how could he think she’d not be on edge walking through the nest and exposing herself to the vampires? 
 
    He released the button, and the doors opened. The harsh display of art crammed into every corner was distracting, but Anya tuned it out as they walked, focusing instead on the archway they were heading for. The hum of activity surrounded them, echoing through the domed ceiling. Yet, the further in they walked the quieter it became as awareness of their presence spread. 
 
    “Finally letting your mate come out and play?” The harsh words stopped Niko cold, and Anya paused with him. 
 
    Anya glanced back, and her spine stiffened. The stunning blond glaring at them from across the hall immediately stirred a painful twist of jealousy in Anya’s stomach. She didn’t even know the woman, but she didn’t doubt the instinctive realization that Niko had at some point been intimately involved with her. 
 
    Niko slipped his hand into Anya’s, squeezing it before turning around. “My mate decides where she goes.” 
 
    “Really? How human of you.” The woman approached them, swinging her hips as she strutted through the room. “I thought perhaps you were hiding her since you didn’t bring her for drinks the other night.” 
 
    Jealousy flared into burning hot rage. Niko hadn’t mentioned going for drinks with anyone let alone a beautiful woman. 
 
    “Drinks with my brother is hardly something Anya would find enjoyable.” Niko motioned to the woman. “Anya, this is Tash. She’s head of the BSF.” 
 
    Anya tamped down her anger, mildly placated knowing he hadn’t been alone with Tash. 
 
    “BSF?” she asked. 
 
    “Berkano Security Force. Tash keeps the witches out and the vamps inside under control.” 
 
    “Under control, huh? Is that why there are so many ferals roaming the streets?” 
 
    Tash gave a tight smile, causing her lips to thin in a decidedly ugly way. Anya felt a spark of satisfaction at the woman’s outward show of irritation. 
 
    “As a living human, I’d think you’d appreciate our efforts to maintain order,” Tash said. 
 
    Niko’s grip on her hand tightened, and despite Anya’s desire to keep poking at Tash, she understood it wasn’t the best time or place to do it. 
 
    “We’re heading to the dining hall,” Niko said. “I’ll meet with you later to discuss plans for the task force.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tash replied and inclined her head, then pasted on a sickly-sweet smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Anna. And I do so love the dress. It always looked so nice on my grandmother.” 
 
    Tash spun away and marched out of the room. When she’d disappeared around a corner, Anya turned to glare at Niko. 
 
    “Get me new clothes, or you’ll be sleeping on the floor.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    As they ate dinner, Niko came to terms with the fact that getting his people to accept Anya was going to take just as long as it would to get her to accept them. Despite the number of people sitting around the table, tension kept the room nearly silent. Although there were no set meal times, vamps tended to congregate, especially when the opportunity for gossip was ripe. 
 
    Niko deliberately ignored everyone’s curious gazes and watched Anya eat while picking at his own food. She savored each bite as if she’d never tasted food before.  
 
    His own need for sustenance beyond human blood was limited, and though he did enjoy the light texture of the blinis, he knew his body required something different than a stuffed crepe. He scraped the creamy mushroom sauce from the inside of the blini and took a bite. The rich mix of flavors reminded him of the family dinners he’d grown up with, and memories of a lifelong lost resurfaced. 
 
    But the past was dead and other than Sergei, so was his family. He pushed back the feelings of despair that threatened and focused on Anya. He had spent years wallowing in grief, and he refused to fall back into that pit. 
 
    She took a sip of her drink, and a drop of vodka cling to her lips. The sight of her pink tongue sweeping along the plump pink flesh, catching the drop had his cock twitching. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He had a blood shortage to solve, and all he could think of was how sweet she would look kneeling between his legs sucking him off. 
 
    A sharp pain shot up his leg as a foot made contact with his shin. He hissed and leaned down to rub it as he glared at Anya. 
 
    “What was that for?” he asked, drawing his eyebrows together. 
 
    “You’re staring.” 
 
    One side of his mouth turned up. “Are you complaining that your mate finds you sexy?” 
 
    “Maybe if everyone else in the room weren’t watching me like I was dinner it wouldn’t be so creepy.” She rolled her eyes when he laughed. “I suppose I should be thankful Tash isn’t here as well.” 
 
    “She rarely eats in here.” 
 
    A sour expression passed over her face, and for a fleeting moment, he thought she might be jealous, but dispelled the idea. Anya didn’t seem like the type of woman to give in to such petty feelings. Besides, there was nothing to be jealous of. He and Tash were over long ago, and Anya would have no way of even knowing they’d ever been together. 
 
    He pushed his plate away from him. “If you’re done, I thought I’d give you a tour.” 
 
    “You mean, you’re not going to try and shuttle me back to the bedroom?” she asked, one of her eyebrows lifting as she stared at him. 
 
    “You’re not a prisoner here, Anya. You’re my mate, and this is your home.” 
 
    “Didn’t we already establish that keeping me locked in your suite does kind of make me a prisoner?” 
 
    He sighed. “As fiercely as the code is honored, being my mate won’t provide complete protection for you. I’d trust any vamp in the nest with my life, but I’m not so willing to take that chance with yours. Once you go through the change, I won’t have to worry. You’re safe for the time being, but only because you stink of witch blood.” 
 
    Her lips pursed, but she pushed out of her chair and stood. Niko suspected it was an effort for her to keep in her objection to the thought of becoming a vampire. She had the sense, though, to hold it back, at least within hearing of others. He was certain she’d tell him all about it once they were upstairs again. 
 
    They wandered through the main house, and he recounted some of its history, which if he were honest was most likely embellished. When the vampires took over the building, the story was that it once served as a vacation home for the Russian royal family and then turned into a hotel after their assassinations. 
 
    Despite the romanticism of the story, he suspected it was more likely that it had served first as a church and then a government office building. His visits to Omsk before working for the Berkanos had been few and even after he’d hired on, there had been no reason to be on this side of the city. 
 
    Niko showed Anya through the atrium and the sitting rooms, then out to the back garden. Where trees once stood, pagodas had been erected to provide shade from the searing light of the sun in the summer and to ease the accumulation of snow in the winter. 
 
    “Those are the primary living quarters,” he said, pointing to a cluster of apartment buildings across the street where a steady stream of vampires was entering and exiting. 
 
    “If they all have their own apartments, why does everyone use the dining hall?” 
 
    “Witches aren’t prone to sharing their magic, and our energy production is still limited. Having one kitchen allows us to conserve what we do have. There are a few holdouts, but not many.” 
 
    They stopped at the end of a pagoda, a few feet from the next building. It had a similar design to the main house, with an onion-dome roof, but unlike the main house, its history was fact. It had once been an Orthodox church. Which was precisely why his brother had selected it to house The Bleeding Spot. Sergei derived a strange satisfaction in knowing that even as the church proclaimed them to be demons, the holy land became a den of illicit desires. 
 
    “I’m not going in there.” Anya took a step back. 
 
    “What? Why?” Niko glanced from her to the club and back again. 
 
    “Uh, lamb.” She pointed to herself, then to the club. “Slaughterhouse.” 
 
    He snorted. “It’s more of a blood bank than slaughterhouse with strict rules regarding the care of blood dolls. Draining is a violation that earns a vampire death.” 
 
    Still, Anya hesitated, and he couldn’t blame her. 
 
    “Technically, we’re not going into the club,” he said. “We’re going up to the office. I have some things I need to discuss with Sergei. Since you’ve wanted to get out, I thought you’d prefer to be here than in the suite.” 
 
    He could almost see her internal fight with her indecision until finally, she sighed. “Fine. Let’s go.” 
 
    He wisely kept silent, knowing he’d only come off as sounding smug if he said anything. They crossed the opening quickly to limit exposure to the sun and went through the club doors. The thumping bass of club music poured out and seemed to draw them in with a welcoming beat. 
 
    Anya paused and craned her head to peer down the long narrow hall that led to the bar. He wasn’t surprised by her curiosity. It was one of the things that drew most humans there initially. But the thought of letting Anya loose in the club caused a heavy weight to settle in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “You can see the whole club from upstairs,” he said and guided her to the stairs on the left. 
 
    When they reached Sergei’s office, he gave a brief knock and opened the door, not bothering to wait for a response. 
 
    Sergei looked at him from behind the desk, a sardonic smile on his face. “You do know it’s customary to wait for an invitation before opening a door, right?” 
 
    Niko narrowed his eyes, hearing an edge in his brother’s voice that hadn’t been there the last time they spoke. Sergei was the person he trusted most in the division, but that didn’t mean his brother incapable of betrayal, or that he didn’t need to occasionally be reminded of the nest pecking order. 
 
    “My nest, my club, my office,” Niko said, completely disregarding the fact that he had basically abandoned the club months ago. 
 
    The brothers stared at each other for a long moment before Sergei inclined his head. “So it is.” 
 
    Reaching behind him, Niko grasped Anya’s hand and drew her into the room and to his side. “Anya, this is my brother Sergei.” 
 
    He wasn’t certain what he’d expected, but the smile on his brother’s face was off-putting. 
 
    “I wondered when my brother would let you out to play,” Sergei said, stroking his chin and narrowing his eyes. “Anya, Anya. Are you perhaps Yoni’s friend?” 
 
    “I know her,” Anya agreed between clenched teeth. 
 
    “I thought the name of my brother’s current consort was so familiar. She speaks fondly of you. I saw you with her once, I think, helping her into her apartment,” Sergei pressed. 
 
    Niko felt Anya’s body tighten. Apparently, his brother knowing where she lived was worse than Niko potentially finding out. 
 
    He could have reassured her by reminding her that she’d never be going back to the place, not as a human anyway, but he suspected that would have only made things worse. 
 
    “I needed to speak with you about Gurkovsky’s progress,” he said, hoping to distract both of them. 
 
    “Of course,” Sergei said, eying Anya. “Perhaps Anya would like to join Yoni on the balcony.” 
 
    “Yoni’s here?” Anya’s eyes lit up. 
 
    Sergei nodded to the balcony doors on the far side of the room. Through the glass, Niko spotted Yoni leaning against the railing, her back to them as she gazed out at the dance floor. 
 
    Anya didn’t hesitate. She moved quickly through the room and out onto the balcony. The women embraced and started talking, their words muffled by the music. 
 
    “She is stunning,” Sergei said, drawing Niko’s attention away from the two women. “I can see why you’ve kept her this long.” 
 
    “She’s my mate. I plan to keep her a lot longer than a few days.” 
 
    Sergei chuckled and raised his glass. “My brother, ever the optimist.” 
 
    “I prefer to call myself a realist.” 
 
    “A realist, yet you believe a vampire-hating human will willingly become one of us.” 
 
    “I’ve claimed her, and I intend to keep her. I suggest you rid yourself of any ideas to the contrary.” He understood his brother’s skepticism but refused to let it sway him. Anya was his as much as he was hers. Completely. 
 
    “All right, realist. What’s the word on Gurkovsky?” 
 
    “She hasn’t made any further progress on the substitute blood formula.” 
 
    “And this surprises you?” 
 
    “No,” Niko admitted. 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” Sergei asked. “You knew this day would come. You need to accept that there is no alternative blood supply for us. Eventually, the human race will be extinct, vampires will starve, witches will rule the Division until their supply of aural energy is exhausted. Then the barrier will collapse and what’s left of Russia will cease to exist.” 
 
    “No,” Niko denied. “There’s another way. We just haven’t found it yet.” 
 
    “Where’s the realist you claim to be? You’ve spent over fifty years searching for an alternative. And you’re no closer now than you were the day of the Rift.” 
 
    “Gurkovsky—we—need the Coven’s cooperation. The doctor is positive if she had access to their records, she can find a way to produce a surrogate blood supply.” 
 
    Sergei tossed back his drink, then slammed the empty glass on the desk. “You had a chance to parlay with them, and your little mate screwed that up.” 
 
    Fury burned through Niko. “Watch your words, little brother. Anya did what she needed to do to survive. She is not the reason the meeting failed.” 
 
    “No? If she hadn’t fallen from the ceiling, you would have met with Frankie and possibly formed an accord with the Coven.” Sergei rose from the chair and placed his hands on the edge of the desk, leaning forward aggressively. “Instead, you come back with a mate whose presence has the entire nest on edge. Even if the meeting with the Coven hadn’t led to a surrogate supply, can you really say you didn’t sacrifice the good of the nest for a woman?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Anya embraced Yoni, an odd sense of relief flooding her. Sergei had asked if she was a friend of Yoni’s, and her natural inclination had been to deny it. She’d never thought of Yoni, or anyone for that matter, as her friend. 
 
    They didn’t hang out for fun. In fact, they didn’t spend much time together at all. They didn’t gush over boys or the latest fashions as she had read about in the old books she grew up reading. Instead, they discussed survival and who died or was taken to the Gulag. So, if she judged their relationship with those in the books, they weren’t anywhere near friends. 
 
    Yet, how else could she explain the comfort she had in knowing she was no longer alone and that it was Yoni who was there with her? 
 
    “What are you doing here? I thought you were dead!” Yoni exclaimed, squeezing her tightly before pulling back. “Why are you here? The last time I saw you was weeks ago. I thought for sure you died.” 
 
    “Thirteen days,” Anya corrected her. “Though considering how plastered you were, I’m not surprised you don’t remember.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Yoni conceded, nodding her head as they sat in a pair of chairs that hide them from the view of those below. “I remember making it up the stairs that night but couldn’t figure out how I got into my apartment.” 
 
    “You passed out, so I dumped you on your couch. You shouldn’t let Sergei pump you full of alcohol while he bleeds you.” 
 
    Yoni scowled at her. “You shouldn’t keep avoiding the question. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Anya had no problem lying when she wanted. It was almost as easy as speaking her mind. Yet, for some reason neither came easy at that moment. The truth seemed too complicated to be covered with lies. 
 
    “I crashed a meeting between Frankie and Niko,” she said. No reason to admit that she’d crashed through the ceiling. “Rather than let the witches and vamps kill me for being a spy, Niko brought me here.” 
 
    “Brought you here?” The doubt in Yoni’s voice was obvious. “As what? A prisoner?” 
 
    “No,” Anya stalled. 
 
    “Then what?” Yoni’s eyes narrowed. “What did he do? What did you do?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” Anya protested. 
 
    “Then how are you still alive? Witches and vamps aren’t known for letting spies live. And for you to end up here? What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    Anya sighed. Yoni wouldn’t give up until she had an answer. 
 
    “He claimed me as his mate.” 
 
    The shriek that erupted from Yoni was ear shattering causing Anya to wince. Yoni leaped forward and grabbed Anya’s head, cranking it to the side and began inspecting her neck before reaching for her wrists. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Anya yanked away from the woman’s hold. 
 
    “Checking for the mark. Feeding marks heal super quick, but Sergei said most change bites take weeks to heal. I want to see.” 
 
    Yoni reached for her again, but Anya scooted back, rubbing the side of her neck at the thought. “Well, I don’t have a mark, and I have no intention of ever getting one.” 
 
    Shock passed over Yoni’s face, and Anya couldn’t fault her for the reaction. She turned and rested her forearms on the balcony railing, staring down at the club floor below. The patrons had gone, leaving only a few staff members to clean it up. The rise of the sun had sent them to their beds. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Yoni asked, leaning her hip against the railing. “There’s no way you can live here as a human. No one will accept his claim if he doesn’t turn you. They’ll bleed you the first time you’re alone.” 
 
    “Only if they have a death wish,” Anya muttered to herself. She glanced at the other woman then back down to the dance floor. 
 
    The club wasn’t what she expected. Not that she could describe what she had expected. Perhaps blood stains splattered across the floor, or bodies of drained blood dolls piled in the corner. The brightly lit, open space seemed so mundane. 
 
    It would be so easy to fall into the belief that what went on here when the lights were dimmed was normal. 
 
    “I don’t plan to live here forever. Niko may say I’m his mate, but that doesn’t mean he’s mine. I’ll be gone soon.” 
 
    “Girl, please tell me you’re joking. Why wouldn’t you want him?” 
 
    “Vampires killed my family. The thought of becoming one of them...I can’t.” 
 
    “He’s gorgeous, powerful, and more importantly he can offer you protection.” 
 
    “If that’s all I wanted, I could be his blood doll.” 
 
    “So be his blood doll,” Yoni urged. 
 
    Anya snorted in disgust then silently cursed her big mouth when Yoni tensed up. 
 
    “I’m not judging you for being with Sergei, but it’s not a life I’d choose,” Anya said. The conversation was similar to so many they’d already had over the past two years when Anya tried to convince Yoni to stop going to the club, and Yoni attempted to get her to go along. 
 
    “Not everyone has a choice. I doubt you’ll have one soon. Do you actually believe you’ll just be able to go home?” Yoni asked. “The vamps will see it as a betrayal. They’ll kill you regardless.” 
 
    Anger pulsed through Anya. The truth was frustrating, and she wasn’t in the mood to hear Yoni state the obvious. 
 
    “Eventually, they’ll kill us all,” Anya snapped. “You really think being Sergei’s blood doll will keep you alive? What will happen when there are dozens of vampires at your door, desperate for just a drop? How much protection will he give when his people are starving?” 
 
    “Sergei is a good man. He’ll keep me safe. I know you think I’m wrong to be Sergei’s blood doll.” Yoni gave her a tentative smile. “But accepting his agreement means I don’t need to worry about being attacked on the street. I don’t have to be scared walking through the city. And if he claimed me as a mate, I’d accept, because being loved by a vampire is a hell of a lot better than dying alone as a human.” 
 
    Yoni’s hope was depressing. Were all blood dolls living in such a fantasy world? Clinging to their fragile human lives on the promise of a bloodthirsty vamp? Who was she to blame them though? Wasn’t she living a fantasy as simple as theirs? What hope did she have of surviving as a human without the protection of a witch or vampire? 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Yoni. But I can’t live on a hope that depends on the honesty of a vampire.” 
 
    “You say you don’t want to be with Niko, but you’re still here,” Yoni continued. “No matter what he might say, he wouldn’t hold you here against your will. So, if you’re truly not willing to be his mate or even his blood doll, why not leave?” 
 
    “I…I can’t walk away now. I’ve been exposed. Witches and vampires know who I am. I wouldn’t survive a day outside. I’ll go when it’s safe.” 
 
    “You may think I’m stupid for trusting Sergei, but we both know it’ll never be completely safe for us. Not as long as we’re human. So why stay?” 
 
    Anya hadn’t been lying. Staying was the safest choice, but even as she defended it, she recognized the weakness of it. Yoni was right, there was no such thing as safe for them. So why was she still there? 
 
    The silence between the two women grew, and Anya squirmed under Yoni’s curious gaze. 
 
    “You love him,” Yoni eventually said. 
 
    “I barely know him,” Anya scoffed, her stomach fluttering. 
 
    “You’ve been living with the man for two weeks and haven’t killed him. What more do you need to know?” Yoni’s lips spread into a wide smile. “I think love at first sight is sweet.” 
 
    Anya rolled her eyes. “Love at first sight doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “Girl, that’s what people used to say about vampires and witches. We’re living in an apocalyptic world; we could die any day and it wouldn’t be a surprise. You have to take love where you can get it.” 
 
    As much as she wanted to dismiss the concept of love and vampires going together, she couldn’t form the words. She’d seen the way Niko gazed at her as he found his release, and while she didn’t believe love could form so quickly, she couldn’t deny that he felt as deeply as a human would. 
 
    “Is that what you’re doing with Sergei? Taking love where you can get it?” 
 
    Yoni shrugged. “Love, sex. I’ll take it as long as I get to see another day.” 
 
    It was odd to hear her normally optimistic friend have such a realistic view, but at least her head wasn’t as far in the sand as Anya had feared.  
 
    “Does Niko offer protection from the witches and vamps?” Yoni asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is he as amazing at sex as his brother?” 
 
    “Uh, I have no basis for comparison.” 
 
    Yoni waved her hand in front of her with a giggle. “You get what I mean.” 
 
    “Offers of protection and fantastic sex are not the same as love. I’m not in love with Niko,” Anya denied. 
 
    “Oh, okay. Well then maybe I’ll see if he’s hungry.” Yoni stood, and Anya immediately grabbed her arm. 
 
    Anya scowled up at her friend’s smug smile. “I may not love him, but I don’t share.” 
 
    “I think if you didn’t care for him, you wouldn’t feel so possessive.” Yoni shook her head. “Do you know who Niko is?” 
 
    “He’s head of the division’s Berkano vampire nest,” Anya said with confusion, wondering where Yoni was going with her question. 
 
    “That’s his job. Not who he is.” 
 
    “I know enough,” Anya replied. “You just claimed I was in love with him, and now you’re asking if I know who he is. Wouldn’t I have to know him in order to love him?” 
 
    “Love isn’t logical,” Yoni said, rolling her eyes. “Has he told you how he and Sergei were turned?” 
 
    Anya shook her head. “I don’t need to know how he was turned.” 
 
    “Ask him. Ask him, and you’ll understand why a promise of protection from them is one worth trusting.” 
 
    This serious side of Yoni was unexpected, and Anya was tempted to press her for details, but the door behind them slid open, interrupting them. She glanced over her shoulder to see Sergei watching them. 
 
    “Anya, my brother had to step out. He’ll be back in a few minutes.” He stepped to the side. “Yoni, Vlad is waiting for you downstairs.” 
 
    Yoni gave Anya a quick hug, though it lacked the enthusiasm it had only minutes ago, then she disappeared into the office. 
 
    Anya turned back to the club. The music had been turned down, and the few workers drifted in and out of the backroom focused on their tasks. If she were to shimmy down from the balcony, they probably wouldn’t even notice. She could be gone in less than a minute. 
 
    But it wasn’t the right time. Even if Anya escaped the club and the nest, Yoni was right—she couldn’t go back to her place. She hadn’t told Niko where she lived but finding out wouldn’t be a problem for him. Where would she go then? 
 
    No. She needed to stick to her original plan—get some dirt on the Coven and force Frankie to permanently infuse her blood with that of a witch. 
 
    “You’d survive a jump from this height I’d think,” Sergei said behind her, and Anya twisted around to face him. “Although I’d anticipate a broken bone or two. At the very least a twisted ankle.” 
 
    “Why would I want to jump?” 
 
    “My brother may believe you will come to accept a new life here, but not everyone is so foolish.” 
 
    “Niko is no fool.” 
 
    “Yet he trusts you,” Sergei said. “I’ve known humans like you—committed to their cause. Determined to die in a blaze of glory.” 
 
    Folding her arms over her chest, Anya tipped her head to the side and studied him. There were traces of Niko in his features. The strong jawline, the straight nose, and the blue eyes. But Sergei has a much softer face, thanks to the few extra pounds he carried. 
 
    “You,” Sergei said when she didn’t respond, “Are waiting for the flames.” 
 
    “A human has limited choices,” she said, using Yoni’s words. 
 
    “True, but you have more than most. Niko is willing to change you. That’s not an offer that goes around much these days.” 
 
    And it was an offer Anya didn’t plan to accept. 
 
    “As you pointed out, I’m just waiting for the blaze of glory,” she said. 
 
    Sergei stepped closer, not touching her, but crowding her into the small space. “Then perhaps you simply need a bit of protection.” 
 
    “Like you give Yoni? No thanks. If I’m going to take on a manwhore, I’d prefer him to at least be human.” 
 
    He threw his head back and laughed, the sound echoing through the high ceilings of the club. 
 
    “I didn’t know my mate was so funny.” Niko’s voice startled them, and they looked to find him stomping his way across the room. 
 
    That was when the difference between the two men became obvious. Niko carried an edge to him that spoke of horror and betrayal, revealing itself in brief moments when his eyes darkened and he drifted away. Life as a vampire wasn’t easy, and while she had a hard time believing anyone could actually enjoy being one of them, Sergei wore his curse with ease. 
 
    “Perhaps if you let her out more often, you’d see a different side of her.” 
 
    The brothers obviously had issues, and Anya had no interest in getting involved. She moved past Sergei and paused in front of Niko. 
 
    “I’m heading back to the suite.” She started to move past him. 
 
    He reached out and grasped her hand. 
 
    “I’ll walk you up,” he said, the deep timbre of his voice setting off a rush of goosebumps across her skin. He looked at Sergei, and the flash of tenderness that had softened his face as he stared down at her vanished. “Fair warning, brother. Touch my mate without her consent, and I will kill you.” 
 
    Sergei grinned. “I suspect she’d beat you to it.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Niko had never considered himself one of those men who wondered what women were thinking. Not that he didn’t care, but he figured eventually they’d speak their piece and he’d save himself hours of worry. Yet, as he and Anya walked around the grounds, he couldn’t focus on anything but what might be going through her mind. 
 
    Her steps were clipped, and tension radiated from her. Sergei or Yoni must have said something to...fuck...he couldn’t even tell if she was pissed at him or someone else. Gradually, her pace slowed, and despite her continued silence, the anger seemed be draining from her. 
 
    “Why here?” Anya asked abruptly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Why did you set up the nest here?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” He chuckled at the confusion wrinkling her forehead. “Humans have such a short memory for the histories of others. Contrary to the stories told of me, I haven’t always been head of the Berkano vampires in Omsk.” 
 
    “So, why did they choose here? After the Rift, there must have been hundreds of buildings still in good condition, even if they’d wanted to keep their distance from the witches. Why pick these?” 
 
    “They were as good as any, I suppose. Though, the witches took over the east side and this was about as far from them as we could get.” He guided her along the path to the main building. “We should get back inside before the sun gets any higher. Once it hits mid-day, the pagoda does little to shield us.” 
 
    She nodded, and the slight tension that had been creeping along his spine eased. He had a feeling that his vague answers didn’t satisfy her, but he wasn’t about to launch into the history of the nest when he needed to stay focused. Despite her blood still being poisoned, he didn’t doubt some of the vamps might be willing to risk it. And while Anya would survive from any bloodletting they’d manage to get in before they died, the little trust he’d gained would vanish. 
 
    Which only made finding a substitute blood supply all the more imperative.  
 
    “I need to stop by my office to pick up some papers,” he said when they reached the elevator. “Why don’t I meet you upstairs?” 
 
    She nodded and pressed the button to call the lift. 
 
    Niko turned and went back down the hall toward his office. At the ding behind him, he checked over his shoulder to see Anya enter the elevator. Assured that she was on her way up to the suite, he opened the door to office, making sure to close it behind him. 
 
    He moved quickly to his desk, pulling reports Gurkovsky had sent him a few days ago. Shaking his head, he tossed them back down. He needed fresh information, something he might be able to use as leverage with the Coven. 
 
    Niko pulled a hidden lever and there was a loud click right before the bookcase inched open. He moved swiftly down the dark hallway to the lab concealed in the basement of the building. There was a discreet entrance on the outside of the building, but he preferred to use the private entry. The lab wasn’t a secret, but until they had something concrete to share with the nest, he preferred to keep things quiet. 
 
    “Niko, I wasn’t expecting to see you today,” Gurkovsky said, barely lifting her head from the microscope. 
 
    When he first started going to the lab, he’d been hesitant, not intimidated, but cautious of all the equipment. The last he needed to do was fuck up a potential discovery by touching something he shouldn’t. But after years for working with Gurkovsky, it almost felt natural to be there. Almost. 
 
    “I’m just here for a current report,” he said, approaching the table where she was working.  
 
    She glanced up with a confused look. “I gave you the weekly report two days ago.” 
 
    “I know, but I was hoping you’d have a more current one.” 
 
    “If I had one, I’d have sent it,” she said with a curtness he didn’t take personally. One of her eyes narrowed as she studied him. “Why the rush for an update?” 
 
    He wasn’t about to tell her that he was concerned for his mate, besides Anya’s safety was only part of the reason. 
 
    “I’m going to request another meeting with the Coven. I was hoping in that time you might have discovered something.” 
 
    She pursed her lips and tipped her head to the side. “Nothing yet. We have however decided to expand our research into the area of human auras.” 
 
    Niko ran a hand over his face. “The goal is to not require humans for our food source. You’d be switching blood for auras and with the witches requiring that to power their magic and maintain the barrier, it would leave us in an even worse position.” 
 
    Anyone else might have taken offense at his words, or at least tried to defend themselves, but Gurkovsky was oblivious. She simply turned back to her work, jotting down notes before going back to examining whatever was on the microscope. 
 
    When he didn’t leave, she glanced up at him again. “If I require your services, I’ll call. If you don’t mind, I have work to do.” 
 
    Gritting his teeth at the dismissal, Niko spun around and went back to his office. Frustration at the lack of progress was nothing new, every week he and Gurkovsky went over the research the lab was working on, and each week nothing changed. She claimed she was getting closer, but he didn’t see any evidence. 
 
    Hell. What did he know? Maybe she was right and human aura would be the final ingredient needed. Shit, it could even be witch aura that they needed. He’d grabbed a sheet of paper and scrawled a note on it. He’d speak to Tash later that day about finding human and witch volunteers for Gurkovsky. 
 
    He picked up the folder that he’d tossed aside earlier and strode to the door. As he gripped the knob, a rush of adrenaline swept through him, replacing frustration with panic. He could smell Anya’s sudden fear as if she were right beside him. 
 
    Shit, he never should have sent her up alone. Not until she had the nest’s allegiance. He yanked the door open and almost ran right into Anya and Tash who were faced off in the hall. 
 
    “Anya, I thought you went upstairs?” he said, breathing a sigh of relief that she was safe. 
 
    “I decided to wait for you, but your door was locked, and you didn’t answer when I knocked.” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t hear.” He looked from one woman to the other. “Problem?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Tash said, one side of her mouth tipping up into something akin to smile, but without any warmth. “I was simply making sure Anya had everything she needed. There’s still a bundle of my grandmother’s clothing in the storage facility.” 
 
    “Anya’s friend is bringing her things,” he said, and made a mental note to have Sergei talk to Yoni. “I’m glad I found you though. You’ll need to go on a supply run.” 
 
    He held out the paper to Tash, watching as she read the instructions. 
 
    She arched a pale blond eyebrow. “Is tomorrow soon enough?” 
 
    He nodded and then took Anya’s hand, tugging her to his side. She leaned into him and thoughts of Gurkovsky and Tash vanished. He nuzzled her hair, enjoying the sweet smell of the herbal soap he’d had delivered for her. As they made their way down the hall, he was vaguely aware of Tash saying something behind them but was too caught up in the feel of Anya’s curves pressed against him. 
 
    When they reached the suite, Anya went straight to the small air conditioner set up in the center of the living room and pressed the power button. She jumped at the sudden whining of the machine, and Niko couldn’t help the smile that came to his face. She’d been there thirteen days, yet she still reacted the same way every time it powered up. It was the same reaction she had when he turned on the electric lights at night. While amusing, it also left him sad. How many people in the division had never seen an electric light before? Never experienced the cool breeze of an air conditioner? 
 
    Seeing Anya’s delight in what had once been such simple conveniences only reaffirmed the importance of forming an accord with the Coven. If there was a chance that life could go back to the way it had been, he had to take it. 
 
    She slowly pulled the hideous flower dress over her head and tossed it onto the couch, then stood in front of the AC. The rush of air sent her hair fluttering around her face. Her head tipped back, and her eyelids drifted closed. 
 
    Niko’s eyes followed the curve of her neck down to her breasts. The thin material of her bra did little to hide her stiff nipples. Arousal pushed all other thoughts from his mind. 
 
    Anya’s arms lifted, and she gathered the long dark strands of her hair in one hand while the other rubbed her neck. Niko moved toward her, intent on taking another taste of her delicate skin. 
 
    Then she let out a long yawn. He paused and looked past the sexy woman he saw on the surface. Her eyes were red-rimmed, and faint circles darkened the skin around them. Her shoulders were slumped, and he realized her slow movements were due to exhaustion rather than an attempted seduction. 
 
    Since arriving at the nest, Anya had been following his sleep cycle, and it was taking a toll on her. Sleep for vampires was erratic and not nearly as necessary as it was for humans. Niko tended to follow the pattern he’d grown accustomed to when he’d lived as a full-blood vamp—sleep during the day, active all night. Though the sun no longer posed a fatal risk, he and most vamps continued to avoid the discomfort it still produced.  
 
    “You should go to bed,” he said, moving behind her. He nudged her hand out of the way and took over the neck massage. 
 
    “Are you coming too?” 
 
    “I’ll lay with you if you’d like,” he said. 
 
    “Mmmm...” Anya’s head lolled forward then to the side. “You don’t have to.” 
 
    His lips twitched. Her protest was weak, and if she’d been fully conscious, the words would never pass her lips in such a way. She might be strong, fierce, and independent. But she was also a cuddler. Not that she’d ever admit to it, but every time she fell asleep, she wrapped herself around him as if giving into a secret fear that if she didn’t, she’d wake to find herself alone again. 
 
    “I could use some extra sleep,” he assured her. He released her shoulders and pressed a hand to her lower back, nudging her toward the bedroom. “I’ll bring the air conditioner.” 
 
    As he followed her into the room, carrying the cumbersome machine, he tried to ignore the sultry sway of her hips. Sleep. She needed sleep, not sex. But fuck, that wasn’t what he wanted. 
 
    She crawled on to the bed, thrusting her round ass in the air. He stumbled and ran into the door frame that seemed to come from nowhere. Anya glanced over her shoulder at him, and he quickly looked away, feigning intent concentration on the task of pulling the cord through the door to the bedroom. 
 
    By the time he’d set the machine down and arranged it in the best possible position in the room, while still being able to plug into the working outlet in the living room, Anya had snuggled beneath the thin cotton sheet she insisted on using. He preferred to go nude and uncovered in the sweltering heat, but Anya needed something over her no matter how hot it was. 
 
    He stripped off his clothing and sank onto the bed beside her. Immediately, she rolled over and rested her head on his chest, wrapping an arm around his waist. For a long moment, he gazed down at the top of her head. She fell so quiet he thought she’d gone to sleep. Then a deep sigh escaped her. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” she asked. 
 
    “Aren’t you already?” he responded. He didn’t need to see Anya’s face to know she was rolling her eyes. “Yes, you can ask me a question.” 
 
    “How long have you been a vampire?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. Time tends to blur when little changes. Less than a century but more than half,” he answered. 
 
    There was a long pause. That hadn’t been what she really wanted to ask, but he refused to play mind-reader. Anya wasn’t one to sit around and wait for information to come to her. 
 
    “How did it happen?” 
 
    Niko’s chest lifted the deep sigh. His story wasn’t a pretty one. Filled with shame and rage, the guilt he felt for his stupid naivety kept him from ever speak of it. Only his brother knew the full truth. But if Anya was to be his mate—if he were asking her for eternity—she deserved to know how monstrous vampires could be and why he would do everything in his power to return the world to the way it was. 
 
    “Anastasia Berkano happened.” 
 
    Anya stiffened against him. He wasn’t surprised. Anastasia’s reputation was no longer concealed behind the façade of fashion and social media. Now, she was known for the monster she was. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Anastasia Berkano. The name rolled through Anya, twisting her stomach in knots. 
 
    She remembered the name from her childhood. It was a name familiar to every resident of Omsk. Before the Rift, Anastasia had been one of the most powerful women in Russia, controlling the Russian arm of the Berkano empire, revered for her beauty and power. Yet, even then stories crept out about her sadistic nature. Intimidation was a common tactic within the companies she ran, and she controlled her employees by instilling them with fear. 
 
    Anastasia’s reign of terror exceeded even that of Stalin or Ivan the Terrible. The depth of her atrocities, though, only became widely known when she ordered the incarceration of every human left in the city after the Rift. She slaughtered hundreds of witches and sent even more humans to the underbelly of the nest. Few were granted swift deaths. Most were held as unwilling blood dolls for Anastasia’s growing ranks of vampires. 
 
    Her parents told tales of Anastasia’s vampires coming to the labs where they worked, demanding research. Each visit was often followed by the disappearance of one of the doctors.  
 
    Then one day, Anastasia vanished. Rumors spread that she escaped the division, though with no evidence anyone—witch, vampire, or human—could withstand the Rift, speculation turned to an inside hit. At the time, there was speculation that Niko had done it to gain control of the nest, but when the slaughters ended there’d been such a sense of relief among the humans that it had been easy to put Anastasia’s legacy in the past. 
 
     “What happened?” she asked again. She wanted to pretend that knowing more about him would help her formulate an escape plan, but it had nothing to do with that. She wanted to understand what made him Niko. 
 
    “I wasn’t always a Berkano. I was born Nikolai Evegny Shirokov. Sergei and I were raised in St. Petersburg. I lived a normal life, boring, routine. Went to college, dated a few girls, worked regular jobs.” 
 
    “It sounds wonderful,” Anya said. She couldn’t even imagine what it would have been like to have a life like that and then to somehow lose it all. 
 
    “It was,” he said, absently stroking his hand over her hair. “Not that I appreciated it at the time. I wanted to do something big with my life. I wanted to make money and have a fleet of yachts to go vacationing on in the Bahamas.” 
 
    “What is Bahamas?” Anya asked, not recognizing the name. 
 
    “They’re a group of tropical islands on the other side of the world.” His lips curved into a fleeting smile. “We went there once when I was a boy. It was beautiful. And warm.” 
 
    “I think it gets warm enough here,” Anya said. 
 
    “Now, but before the Rift, the summers were cool here. Trips to the Bahamas were a luxury. And that’s what I wanted for my life.” He swept her hair to the side and trailed his fingers along her jaw. 
 
    “It would have been a beautiful life,” Anya said dreamily. 
 
    “I started working for the Berkano family when I was twenty-six. They ran a group of medical research facilities here in Omsk. They were a global company, but here in Russia, they controlled everything—real estate, media, natural resources, if you could buy it, somewhere on it was a Berkano logo. I spent three years working my way up from sales to facility management. Then my life changed.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “That’s when I met Anastasia.” 
 
    That Niko would have somehow been involved with her on a personal level never occurred to Anya. She knew he wasn’t an angel. He wouldn’t have survived this long if he were. But Anastasia Berkano... 
 
    When she’d asked him about his turning, she thought she’d get the story of what had led to him becoming the head of the Omsk nest. Something simple that would keep him from becoming more than just a sexy body with a killer kiss. She sensed his story would challenge her view of him. Whatever happened with Anastasia had shaped Niko into the man—the vampire—he was, and it would be a far darker tale than she’d imagined. 
 
     “I didn’t see it at first,” Niko said, the soft rush of his breath sent a strand of hair dancing across her check. “Maybe I didn’t want to see it. Part of me realized the Anastasia I saw, who I fell in love with, didn’t exist. It was as if she were acting out what she perceived to be the perfect human life. I was blinded by so many different things, her beauty, wealth, and my naivety in believing the world was exactly what I’d been told it was.” 
 
    What would it have been like to think of vampires and witches as fictional characters in books and movies? Anya wondered. Perhaps it was the same disbelief that little over half a century ago, that’s all they were to the rest of the world. 
 
    “She drew me into her world so quickly. Three months after we met, I asked her to marry me. My family thought I was moving too fast.” 
 
    Anya huffed. Three months seemed a hell of a long time considering he’d claimed her as his mate within minutes. 
 
    “Once we were engaged, Anastasia began showing her true self. She would make comments about certain employees, ridiculing them for their circumstances. When I defended a young man, he disappeared the next day. Fired for an undisclosed reason.” 
 
    Anya tipped her head back to look at him, curious as to whether he really believed that. 
 
    Niko shrugged in response to her unvoiced question. “Fired was a more believable event than murdered by my bloodthirsty vampire fiancée.” 
 
    “You didn’t suspect anything?” 
 
    “This happened years before vampires and witches were exposed to the humans. Despite not knowing the full extent of her savagery, I started to realize the mistake I’d made. Anastasia...” 
 
    Niko’s voice drifted off. His lips pursed, and Anya wanted to tell him to stop, but something in his voice made her think he needed to share it. 
 
    “The company took on some new contracts, and I started spending more time on site in the lab and out of the office. I didn’t mind since it gave me a break from the stress of dealing with her all day. Then one night, I called to let her know I was finishing a project and would be late getting home. She told me I had a choice. I could get my priorities straight, or she’d do it for me.” 
 
    Niko shifted, and she rolled off him, coming to rest on her side while he sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed, his back to her. His muscles bunched, tensing as he relived what must have happened next. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” Anya said, lifting a hand to smooth it over his back. Her stomach churned as she realized that turning him into a vampire was the least of what Anastasia did to him. 
 
    “I told her we’d talk after dinner with my family. I hung up on her and went back to work. I got home late. Everyone was already there.” He continued to stare straight ahead, his voice trembling. “When I opened the door, I could smell the thick stench of blood. Even before I saw them, I knew they were dead.” 
 
    “Prosti. I’m so sorry,” Anya whispered, wrapping her arms around him and burying her face in the crook of his neck. She couldn’t imagine the anguish of such a discovery. 
 
    “My parents were drained, their bodies left on the ground, their fear and pain frozen on their faces. They had been aware of everything as it happened. My little sister, Tova, had been ripped apart. Anastasia attacked her first, letting my parents suffer through her death.” He let out a deep sigh, though his body didn’t relax, and she realized he was still locked in the memory of horror. “Sergei...Anastasia told me later that she spared him because he would be the easiest for her to manipulate. But she made sure he knew why our family was dead, why he would spend eternity thirsting for blood.” 
 
    “Niko...” She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed a kiss to his neck. 
 
    “Sergei turned me. He would have drained me, not just from hunger but from a desire to hurt me, but Anastasia stopped him. According to her, I’d been punished, and as a vampire in her nest, I was bound by their laws to obey her.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault. How could Sergei have blamed you?” 
 
    “He’d suspected all along that there was something wrong with Anastasia, he’d told me his suspicions, but I’d lied to cover for her. Fuck, to cover for myself. I’d failed by falling for the wrong woman, so I lied about some of the things she’d done. Blamed them on others so she—so I—didn’t look as bad to my family. My refusal to admit the mess I’d made, gave her the opportunity to do what she did.” 
 
    “Niko, she was a murderous bitch. That’s not on you. Sergei must have realized that.” 
 
    “Eventually he did, but it was years later, and the damage had been done.” 
 
    It had. She’d seen the tension between them at the club, and she’d heard the distrust in Sergei’s voice when he spoke to her. Sergei might have forgiven Niko, but he had not forgotten. 
 
    Niko twisted around and wrapped an arm around her waist. He tugged her onto his lap, and she gripped his shoulders to steady herself. When his hands cupped her face, tipping it up and she lost herself in his blue eyes. 
 
    “This is not a life I chose for myself, and not one I would willingly choose for you. I respect your decision to remain human. But I am a selfish man, and I don’t know if I can accept that choice for long.” 
 
    The side of Anya’s mouth twitched. “Good thing I make my own choices and don’t need your acceptance.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Niko wasn’t above emotional blackmail. He’d known telling Anya about Anastasia would soften her toward him, and he needed her as soft as possible if he hoped to convince her to stay. 
 
    Initially, she’d seemed more open. In the early evening, they’d venture out of the suite, and he showed her the around the nest. He introduced her to the few vampires he trusted with her, and she even went to the club with him to see Yoni. 
 
    But it hadn’t worked for long. After a couple of weeks, Anya became distant again, and he wondered if he weren’t better off telling her everything. 
 
    But could he risk it? Without knowing whether she would stay—whether she would honor the mating between them—letting her in on his plans could leave them open to attack. 
 
    “Your thoughts have stolen you away, brother,” Sergei said as he sank into the seat on the other side of Niko’s desk. “Rethinking your mating with the human?” 
 
    “No,” Niko growled. 
 
    If anything, the weeks he’d spent with Anya had only convinced him his instincts had been right. Despite the sarcastic, guarded front she put on, he’d caught glimpses of her softer side, and it made him appreciate the strength she’d had to keep going regardless of the losses she’d faced. He wanted to be by her side, holding her up when she needed him, watching as she discovered a world without fear. 
 
    Sergei laughed, the sound filling the room as Niko grimaced. 
 
    “You would sound more convincing if you weren’t snarling your denial.” 
 
    “If I sound angry it is only because in the hour I’ve been here, I’ve seen six vampires take blood dolls off-site.” 
 
    “And you will see the humans return tomorrow night. Despite your misplaced concerns, there hasn’t been a blood doll death tied to the club since Anastasia vanished. The ferals on the outskirts of the city should be your concern.” 
 
    The memory of the bloodbath the club had been back when Anastasia was in control was nauseating. The twenty years separating them from those days wasn’t nearly long enough as far as Niko was concerned. 
 
    “I’ve sent a message to Frankie asking for another meeting,” Niko said. 
 
    “I’d hoped you’d given up on that plan,” Sergei said, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the desk. 
 
    Niko relaxed back into his chair, casually distancing himself from his brother. Sergei enjoyed playing games, and invading personal space was his go-to for intimidating people. Niko wasn’t going to fall into the trap so easily. 
 
    “What’s so foolish about securing a future for our people?” 
 
    “Is that truly what you are doing?” Sergei arched a brow. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Niko mimicked his expression, keenly aware of the frustration Sergei would feel by his lack of response. 
 
    “Being vampires was not our choice, but most of us have come to accept our fate. You haven’t. You’ve always held on to the idea of one day being human again.” 
 
    “The Rift showed us that isn’t possible,” Niko reminded his brother, though he didn’t deny holding out hope. “I would never risk the fate of the world again in such a way.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Frustration that his brother still didn’t trust him surged through Niko. He’d spent decades trying to make amends with Sergei, and despite the repair that had been made, he realized there would always be a doubt in Sergei’s heart. 
 
    “I don’t see what other option we have,” Niko snapped. “Until you have some other option that doesn’t end with everyone dying, focus on your job and keep the blood dolls inside the club.” 
 
    Sergei stiffened in his seat, and Niko cursed his choice of words. But the damage was done, and despite Sergei’s denial, the situation was critical. Gurkovsky’s last report hadn’t shown any progress in developing a permanent artificial blood supply even with the attempts to extract human and witch auras from their volunteers. While they were able to manufacture a substitute that could be used as a filler or temporary supply, human blood was eventually required to keep the vampire from going feral. 
 
    “And where does your mate stand on all of this?” Sergei asked. 
 
    “I’m going to show Anya the labs.” 
 
    “Hoping she might see you as a do-gooder and stick around a bit longer?” 
 
    Niko gritted his teeth at his brother’s doubt about the mating. It galled him to realize, though, how right Sergei was to question Anya’s commitment to him. She’d been there almost two months, and still, she was consuming the witch blood, refusing to discuss the future. 
 
    “What reason would I have for not telling her? Having humans know we’re working to prevent their deaths seems like a positive step forward.” 
 
    “And your meeting with Frankie? Have you told her about that?” 
 
    “No. Unless something comes of the meeting, there is little point in sharing it.” 
 
    The smirk that crept across Sergei’s face wasn’t unexpected. Niko might not have wanted to say it out loud, but he was willing to admit, at least to himself, that he didn’t trust Anya to know he would be going back to Frankie’s. 
 
    “What is it that she thinks Frankie can do for her?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Niko answered, though he had to admit he hadn’t really given it much thought. He should have. Why had she been there? Even with her supplier missing she would’ve been able to get witch blood on the street for the right price. Going to the Coven didn’t make sense. Niko pursed his lips. “If I had to guess, I’d say protection.” 
 
    “Heck, she’d be better off as a blood doll than trusting a witch,” Sergei said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter why Anya was there. Until Gurkovsky finds a substitute we need to make peace with witches, and Frankie is the one that can guarantee.” 
 
    “Who can guarantee what?” 
 
    Niko’s head jerked around to see Anya and Yoni walking in from the balcony. 
 
    “Given up on our DJ?” Niko asked, ignoring Anya’s question. 
 
    She hesitated. It was so slight that if he had blinked, he might have missed it. Then she smiled and moved to his side. He took her hand and tugged her until she sat on his lap. She sat stiffly at first, obviously uncomfortable showing any affection in front of Yoni and Sergei, but when she realized he wasn’t going to let her go so easily, she relaxed into his arms. 
 
    “The music was alright,” Anya said. “The dancers look like they’re having fun.” 
 
    “Ugh, Every night it’s the same music, just in a different order. Even when the guy tries to do some actual mixing it sounds the same,” Yoni complained. She slinked across the room and stopped behind Sergei. She wrapped her arms around him and then nuzzled his ear. 
 
    It was an odd interaction to watch, almost uncomfortable. While her actions were loving and tender, Sergei looked completely disengaged. Niko glanced over at Anya who hadn’t moved to find her watching the other couple with a combination of pity and anger. 
 
    “Access to new music isn’t something that is readily available. Despite our recovery of some resources, we’re still limited,” Niko pointed out. 
 
    “How much electricity could it take to record a few original songs?” Yoni pressed, burrowing her fingers through Sergei’s hair. 
 
    “People resources, hon,” Sergei said, laughing. 
 
    “Omsk was always known for the arts before the Rift,” Yoni pointed out. “There’s got to be lots of singers here still.” 
 
    “Singers maybe,” Niko said. “But writers, composers, musicians, technicians? Unless you have a secret stash, we’re stuck with what wasn’t destroyed in the early wars.” 
 
    “My sister used to play the guitar,” Anya said, her voice soft and distant as if lost in a memory. 
 
    Niko glanced at her and slid his hand toward hers. She didn’t meet his gaze, but her hand reached out and curved around his. He rubbed his thumb in a circle along the back of her hand. 
 
    “I’ve never heard live music before,” Yoni said, her words full of wistfulness. “My father showed me a video once of a group singing a song, but I don’t think they were actually playing the instruments.” 
 
    Sergei snorted. “Music videos were never live. But you’re in luck, Niko here has a guitar, and he can even pluck out a tune.” 
 
    Yoni gasped. “Will you play something?” 
 
    Under the desk, Niko kicked his brother. He had no desire to play. Not only had it been years since he last played, but he sensed that it would bring up emotions in Anya that he suspected she wasn’t ready to face. 
 
    “Maybe some other time,” he told Yoni. 
 
    Her pout did little to sway him. Sergei, on the other hand, tugged her around so she was in his arms. 
 
    “I might have a private collection back in my room,” he said, and wiggled his eyebrows. 
 
    Instantly, Niko stiffened. Had his brother not listened to a single thing he’d said. 
 
    “Sergei,” he growled in warning. When his brother looked over at him, Niko shook his head. “The club rules stand.” 
 
    “Fuck, Niko. You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “No blood dolls outside of the club.” 
 
    “What?” Yoni cried, rearing back in Sergei’s arms. 
 
    “It’s a club rule, one we’ll be enforcing with zero tolerance from now on,” Niko explained. He could see Sergei mentally running through possible objections. “Unless, brother, you are stepping down and forfeiting your access to the club.” 
 
    “This is so fucking wrong, Niko,” Sergei snapped, and Niko feared he’d pushed his brother too far. 
 
    “We have to think long term, and we have to protect the humans who are trusting us to take care of them when they come here.” 
 
    Neither of them looked happy, and Niko wondered how far back this was going to set his relationship with Sergei. 
 
    “Well, technically Yoni didn’t go to the club, right?” Anya said. “I mean, you said it yourself the first time I came with you, we were going to Sergei’s office, not the club.” 
 
    Yoni gave a satisfied ha as the three of them watched him expectantly. Why the fuck couldn’t they all just do what he told them to? 
 
    Anya’s stomach rumbled, breaking the silent stare-off they were having, and she flushed a delicious pink. 
 
    “Ready to eat?” he asked her, deciding not to press the issue with Sergei. He would wait until another day, when Yoni and Anya weren’t there to hear the bitter words Sergei would throw at him. 
 
    Anya nodded, then rose to give a quick hug farewell to Yoni. As they moved to the door, Niko slipped his hand into hers, linking their fingers. It had been years since he’d held hands with a woman, but with Anya, it was like a lifeline to the world, a way to remind him that there was still something worth living for. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 19 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    For days, Anya had been certain Niko was hiding something. There’d been too many clues for her not to notice. The meetings he’d disappear for, whispered conversations with Tash and the rest of the task force, the messages delivered daily at the same time. But until she heard him telling Sergei about a planned meet with Frankie, she’d had no idea what it had been. 
 
    Peace between the witches and vampires would ensure the survival of his people, but what did he think he’d have to offer the Coven? Nothing as far as she could tell. Vampire existence relied on the mercy of the witches. How could he trust the Coven to keep any accord when he had no leverage? And who was Gurkovsky? 
 
    “You’re quiet today,” Niko said, giving her hand a gentle squeeze as they left the office. 
 
    “Just thinking,” she replied. 
 
    “About?” 
 
    She could have told him then what she overheard. But he obviously didn’t want her to know. Did he not trust her with the info? He was right not to. This was the opening she’d been waiting for. A chance to speak to the Grand Coven Mistress and get a permanent solution to her vampire problem. Getting back into the Coven would be impossible on her own, but with Niko beside her, she could simply walk in. 
 
    She just had to figure out a way to convince him to take her along. And let her do something that would keep them apart forever. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Anya?” he prodded. 
 
    “I was thinking about what Yoni said about the lack of music choices,” she lied. 
 
    “Ah, you said your sister played guitar.” 
 
    She had few happy memories of her childhood. Most were of hiding with her sister or moving yet again when the wards of their temporary homes faded. Listening to her sister play the guitar was one of those memories that only made everything seem worse when she realized they were lost forever. 
 
    “My mother taught her.” 
 
    “But not you?” 
 
    Anya snorted. “She tried, but I had no patience for it. Besides, by the time I was old enough to try, it was too risky to make that much noise.” 
 
    They passed under the pagoda, moving quickly so Niko could avoid the strong morning sunbeams, and entered the main building where the windows were covered with thick black drapes. A heavy darkness fell over them despite the massive chandeliers that lit the space. No matter how brightly lit the main building was, she constantly felt as if the life were sucked out of her when she was there. Their suite was the one exception. 
 
    Maybe because the stares never stopped. Or rather glares. 
 
    Every vampire in the place knew not only who she was but what she’d done—was still doing—to prevent them from using her to survive. She didn’t blame them for their suspicion and anger. She felt the same toward them. 
 
    But their hostility wasn’t limited to her. As hard as he tried, Niko couldn’t hide the rumblings of his people from her. Collective disgruntlement that their leader would dare keep a human mate and provide her with witch blood stirred through the nest. They questioned his loyalties and whether he was the leader they needed to bring the witches and humans under their control. 
 
    His certainty that Sergei wouldn’t join a rebellion was the only reassurance Niko had that they wouldn’t turn on him. According to him, there was no one else capable of taking over. Anya, though, wasn’t so sure. Her handful of run-ins with Tash and Vlad revealed the depth of resentment the vampires were experiencing. 
 
    Even Yoni had mentioned the tensions, though she didn’t know what Anya was doing to fend them off. Anya had considered telling her friend about hos consuming witch blood made her toxic to vampires, but she knew Yoni would never use the knowledge to safe her a life spent being nothing more than a blood doll. 
 
    Niko strode along beside her, confidence and power making him oblivious to the hostility they faced. The discomfort she felt in the halls was only the beginning. Once seated at the dinner table to the right of Niko there would be no escaping the harsh eyes trained on her as the vampires around her feasted on rare meat, bread, and human blood. She couldn’t figure out if they wanted to drink her blood, or just flat out kill her. 
 
    It was one reason why she didn’t venture through the nest on her own. Most of her time was spent either in their suite or Sergei’s office at the club, so her interaction with vampires other than Niko and Sergei was limited, and even then it was mostly Vlad and Tash. 
 
    Niko had told her he was fine with her eating in the suite, but she couldn’t handle being cooped up in their twenty-four seven. So, she took her meals in the dining hall surrounded by blood thirsty vamps. Maybe she should be glad they even ate food or that it wasn’t her on the dinner menu. 
 
    At the end of the hall, she made a move to go left to the dining room, but Niko tugged her hand, guiding her in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked, trailing behind him. 
 
    “I want to show you something.” His serious expression spoke of his indecision. 
 
    “The last time you said that I ended up wet and shaking,” she said, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    Niko grinned. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. If I remember right, you had no complaints about that rain shower. And the shaking had nothing to do with being cold.” 
 
    “It was a beautiful sunrise.” 
 
    Niko gave her a sly smile. “No sunrise, though I could be enticed for a repeat performance of our shower.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Anya replied, knowing she had every intention of taking him up on his offer. Just the memory of the intimacy they’d shared left her body aching. “If not the sunrise, then what did you need to show me?” 
 
    Niko led her into his office and stopped up to the bookshelf spanning one entire wall. He pulled out three books, then reached into the gap created, and twisted something until it clicked loudly. He replaced the books, then gripped one of the shelves and pulled. 
 
    “You asked what I’d hoped to gain by forming an accord with Frankie,” he said with a wave of his hand, gesturing for her to enter the hidden space. 
 
    Confusion crinkled Anya’s brow as she stepped into the dark corridor. 
 
    “If this is some weird sex den, I should warn you that I’m not going for any kinky stuff,” she said, though, if Niko were involved, she suspected she’d be willing to go a lot farther down that path than she’d ever considered. 
 
    He had awakened a dark and consuming desire within her that scared her, yet she couldn’t seem to turn away from it. She never let fear rule her, at least not when it was a matter of survival. And the trembling that ravaged her body when she was with him left her certain she needed more of what was stirring within her. 
 
    Niko’s deep chuckles echoed around them as he shut the secret door and plunged them into darkness. 
 
    “No sex den here, but it’s a tempting idea.” He flicked a switch along the wall, and bright lights bounced off sterile white walls. 
 
    She squinted to adjust her view and found they were in a short hallway. A few feet away was a set of stairs. Niko led her down them and along another hall. A hum of activity grew as they went further into the secret passage until they finally reached a solid steel door. 
 
    “This used to be some sort of vault for the Royal family. When we took over the building, I cordoned it off.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Rather than answer, he banged his fist on the door. A face appeared in the small window, and the woman’s dark brown eyes assessed her before turning to Niko. There was a loud buzz, and the door swung open. 
 
    The high-tech lab teaming with people—scientists—was not what she expected. She took a tentative step into the lab. 
 
    “What is this?” She waved her hand, dismissing her own question. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “When we first opened the lab, they were searching for a cure to the vampire curse. Now they’re working to find a substitute for human blood.” 
 
    “Plasma doesn’t work long term,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Which is why we’re still looking,” he said. He pointed to a woman in the far corner of the room who stood, tapping her toe, in front of a large humming machine. “That’s Dr. Gurkovsky. She’s been with us since before the Rift. She was a researcher for the Berkano labs. She worked with the bio-engineering department. When the lab shifted focus to a blood substitute, she took over the research.” 
 
    “You really think a substitute is possible?” 
 
    “We have to try.” 
 
    Anya glanced up at him. Determination tightened his jaw as he stared at the doctor. She could almost taste his desire to believe they would succeed. 
 
    “Another volunteer?” Gurkovsky said as she approached them. When she neared them, her brow wrinkled, and she sniffed. “Witch or human?” 
 
    “Anya is my mate. And she is human,” he said. 
 
    “Really? How is it you smell of witch blood then?” the scientist asked her. “Infusions have always proven deadly due to the high concentration of contaminated aural energy.” 
 
    Anya shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I drink it.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Gurkovsky reached for a notepad and jotted down a note. “Have you had any adverse reactions? Sensitivity to the barrier or connectivity to the auras of other humans?” 
 
    “No,” Anya shook her head. 
 
    “We’re not here for you to study her,” Niko interrupted Gurkovsky before she could ask any other questions. “I wanted to show her the lab. Have you had any progress with the volunteers?” 
 
    Gurkovsky snorted. “All of the work we did with the auras led nowhere. The witch took off after donating a few samples, but we found a replacement.” 
 
    “Volunteers?” Anya questioned. There was something about the way they said it that made her think there’s been less volunteering and more forcing involved than they wanted to admit. 
 
    “Yes, volunteers. They are even compensated for their time. Kidnapping a witch would cause too many problems to be worth it.” 
 
    Anya noticed he didn’t mention what kidnapping a human would do. It was sad to think how humans had abandoned one another in the aftermath of the Rift, yet the vampires and witches had created extended families that swore loyalty to each other. 
 
    “We had a new witch come in last night.” Gurkovsky gestured to the back of the room, and Anya, following the woman’s pointing finger, gasped. 
 
    Letting go of Niko’s hand, Anya rushed across the lab to the witch’s side. She stared down at the familiar face for a moment before turning accusing eyes on Gurkovsky. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Anya demanded. 
 
    Gurkovsky walked over and checked a machine that hooked up to the subject’s head. “We’re simply collecting some blood while she’s sleeping.” 
 
    “You know her?” Niko asked Anya. 
 
    “This is Estelle. She used to be my supplier. But she disappeared a few weeks before…before I met you.” Anya gazed down at Estelle again. “If you’re just taking blood why is she covered with bruises?” 
 
    “She didn’t explain when she arrived, but I suspect she was abused by a partner or someone close to her,” Gurkovsky explained. 
 
    “Why would she come here?” Anya asked. 
 
    Gurkovsky shrugged, writing down a few more notes. “Not many witches around here, and definitely a good place to hide from one looking for you. Estelle is a descendant of one of the most powerful Coven Mistress in history. Her uses to the Coven would be great and potentially painful.” 
 
    Anya stared down at the witch. She wouldn’t call her a friend, but an ally. Estelle had given her a way to survive, and that wasn’t something she could just forget. But the witch had brought herself to the nest, and it made Anya wonder if the witches were no better than the vamps. 
 
    “I suspect she has information that will advance our research,” Gurkovsky continued. 
 
    “She will,” Niko said confidently. 
 
    Anya wanted to believe along with him, but ultimately, she had to wonder whether a substitute blood supply changed anything? Maybe for vampires, it would. But for humans? They’d just be slightly more expendable. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 20 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    Niko looked across his desk at Tash. When he told Sergei about the meeting with Frankie, he’d trusted his brother could keep his mouth shut. Apparently, he’d been wrong. Instead, Sergei went straight to Tash, who in turn cornered Niko demanding explanations. As if he had to explain anything he did to anyone. He was fucking head of the nest. He answered to no one. 
 
    “Do I look like I give a fuck? When over the past two days that you’ve been complaining about this, have I given the impression that I care to hear your opinion?” 
 
    Tash bristled, and Niko saw the anger vibrating through her. But he was finished playing nice with the two of them. This was his nest, and the fact that they doubted his decisions wouldn’t be lost on their people who were already questioning his choice of mate. 
 
    “I think my position as head of the BSF means my opinion is pretty fucking important,” Tash snapped back, and he was instantly grateful the table separated them otherwise he’d be on the ground withering in pain clutching his aching balls. 
 
    “In every other matter, I’d ask for it,” he assured her. He couldn’t afford to lose Tash’s support. “But not this.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” She arched a thin brow. “Doing your little mate’s bidding?” 
 
    “Anya has nothing to do with this,” Niko said, scowling. “Despite what you and my brother seem to think, not everything I do lately is because of her. An accord with the Coven is the only way I can buy us—buy Gurkovsky—time to find a blood substitute.” 
 
    What was so hard for everyone to understand about that? Didn’t they realize Gurkovsky’s success would provide them freedom even greater than the effects of the failed attempt to cure them? 
 
    “What is it that they can even do for us? The witches are weak. Humans are the greatest threat to us. We should be following the Coven’s example, establishing a gulag of blood dolls.” 
 
    “So, we’d be no better than them? The Rift tore the world apart because vampires wanted our humanity back,” Niko said, pressing both hands flat on the desk between them. “Are you so willing to throw that away? Could you live with yourself knowing you were no better than the witches?” 
 
    “Shit, Niko, we drink human blood. There’s not a single vampire in this nest—in this division—that hasn’t drained one. How red are your hands? How many humans have you drained? How many did you let Anastasia slaughter before you finally did something?” 
 
    “I have never claimed to be innocent in what happened during her reign, but I don’t want to spend eternity a killer—or worse—a feral.” 
 
    Tash shook her head. “You still didn’t answer the question. What exactly do you want the witches to do for us?” 
 
    “The human population is dwindling, and the witches have started rounding up blood dolls. We need the Coven to limit their Gulag recruitment to humans not willing to let us feed.” 
 
    “And what is it that you’re offering in exchange, Niko? What could you possibly have that would inspire the Coven to agree to help us?” Tash scoffed, flipping her long blond braid over her shoulder. 
 
    “A stop to witch killings. Ending feral attacks on the gulag.” 
 
    “Shit. If they were interested in that, they’d have come to us sooner.” 
 
    “But they haven’t, and they haven’t taken out any of the vampires responsible either. So, they don’t seem interested in seeing us die out.” 
 
    “Which should make you suspicious as hell of them, not willing to walk in their front door and start making friends.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing it’s my decision to make.” 
 
    Tash’s sigh of resignation echoed around them. “When is this going down?” 
 
    “At sunset tonight.” 
 
    “If you insist on doing this then I ask for one concession.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You’ll take a team with you.” She held up a hand to stop any resistance from him. “You may trust Frankie, but I don’t. We both know the shit she’s pulled over the years, long before the Rift. The nest cannot afford to lose you.” 
 
    “Fine, but keep it light. I don’t need a fucking entourage following me around.” 
 
    “I’ll put Vlad’s team on duty.” 
 
    Niko held in his protest over having Vlad involved. He knew the man was good at his job, but he wasn’t interested in listening to the full-grown vampire bitch about every little thing, especially when Vlad was bound to bring up what happened the last time they tried meeting with Frankie. 
 
    There was a knock at the door before it inched open. Anya peered through the crack. 
 
    “Am I interrupting?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Tash answered, rising to her feet. “I was just leaving.” 
 
    Anya pushed the door completely open and stepped inside. She wore a slinky black dress with a plunging neckline, that left her bra-less. He didn’t know where Yoni found it for her, but he would be forever grateful. 
 
    Niko stood and closed the distance between them. When he reached her, he ran his fingers along the length of her arm until they linked with hers. She shivered, and a wave of lust surged through him. He loved how sensitive she was to his touch. He smiled down at her and lowered his head to press a soft kiss to her lips. 
 
    The sound of Tash clearing her throat as she passed them reminded him they weren’t alone, and he pulled back from Anya, resenting the interruption. 
 
    “Have Vlad meet me in the club office an hour before sunset. I’ll go over the plan with him then,” he instructed his head of security. 
 
    Tash nodded in response before exiting the room. 
 
    “What plan?” Anya asked, her eyes shifting between him and the door Tash disappeared through a moment before. 
 
    “A plan to get the Coven on our side,” he said. 
 
    “You’re still planning to meet with Frankie?” 
 
    “I am,” he said as they made their way down the hall toward the club. “I spoke to Alexi earlier.” 
 
    “About what?” Confusion wrinkled her brow, and he wasn’t sure if it was because of the sudden change in topic, or because she couldn’t fathom why he’d speak to the person responsible for what she called a crime against all art. 
 
    “The music in the club. I figured if anyone in the division had access to something different it would be him.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He hinted that he might have something hidden away.” 
 
    Hell, the weaselly man more than hinted. He came right out and admitted he’d been hoarding a variety of recordings, and simply been waiting for either Niko or Sergei to come to him. Niko had willingly met Alexi’s demand for a larger living quarter and permission to move a handful of art pieces to his space. It would take some shuffling to get Alexi the apartment he wanted, but for the music and removal of some of the art, Niko would willingly go through the hassle. 
 
    “Does this mean you’ll finally take me down to the dance floor?” she asked, teasing him for his reluctance to dance. He didn’t mind dancing, but besides the fact that they’d be surrounded with vampires he didn’t quite trust with her yet, he knew he couldn’t be that close to her moving body without getting an erection for all to see. 
 
    “Maybe when I get back from—” He cut himself off, realizing he’d been about to reveal his intention to go to the Coven. 
 
    “Back?” she prodded when he didn’t finish his sentence. 
 
    “I’m meeting with an old friend.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a lie. He and Frankie had once been friends before Anastasia destroyed what little goodwill that existed between witches and vampires. Yet, although it wasn’t a lie, he was grateful that she didn’t possess a vampire’s heightened sense of smell. 
 
    He expected Anya to pry, even if only for a name, but she simply nodded and snuggled closer to him as they moved quickly under the pagoda. 
 
    With nearly three hours before sundown, the building was essentially empty. They made their way up to Sergei’s office, which if Niko were honest, had returned to being his second office. While his brother ran the club for the last few years, it was still Niko’s to control. And although Sergei was the face of the place during operating hours, Niko had reclaimed full reins the rest of the time. He’d forgotten how much he enjoyed the business side of things. 
 
    Ensconced in the office, he set about reviewing screening documents for potential new blood dolls, a process implemented the previous year after one of the new recruits attacked a vamp during a feeding. They’d later determined the human had been a vocal critic of the club, declaring to all that he would end the vampires one at a time. 
 
    Anya wandered over to the bookshelf and, after scouring the shelves for almost thirty minutes, she tugged out a heavy leather-bound book. 
 
    “Have you read this one?” she asked, holding it up for him to see one of Boris Pasternak’s most popular books. 
 
    “Many years ago,” he replied. 
 
    “Did you like it?” 
 
    “It was very popular, but I always preferred his earlier works.” 
 
    He watched as she flipped through the pages, her fingers flutter over random pages as if feeling the slight bumps of the printed words, before returning it to the shelf. It was almost a ritual with her. Every day they’d come to the office, she would spend time searching the shelves, before selecting one and asking him if he read it. 
 
    The reverence in her motions initially made him wonder why she never read any of them. Yet as the days passed, he started to wonder whether she could read them. Society changed dramatically after the Rift, and schools had been one of the many institutions to fall as mere survival became the focus. He kept his suspicions to himself, though. When she was ready, Anya would tell him why she never read the books, and if it was because she was illiterate, then he would do everything he could to help her learn. 
 
    Usually, Anya would settle at the table with a sketchpad while he worked. She never showed him her drawings, and he never pushed, figuring it was like the books. When she was ready, she’d show him. 
 
    That day she pulled up the chair opposite him, one long, incredibly sexy leg crossed over the other. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” she started. 
 
    Niko bit back a smart remark about the dangers of such an activity, partly because while she was hot when she was mad, she was a hell of a lot sexier when she wasn’t pissed at him. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about the lab,” she said, leaning forward enough that the deep neckline parted and he could almost see the rosy edge of her nipples. He forced his eyes up to hers, determined not to be distracted, no matter how freaking hard she was making him. 
 
    “What about the labs?” 
 
    “Gurkovsky’s tried human and witch auras, but has she ever just tried magic?” 
 
    “Of course she has,” he said, but even as the words left his mouth, he couldn’t recall a single conversation with Gurkovsky about using magic. “I’m sure she has.” 
 
    Anya cocked her head to the side, lifting her eyebrows at the doubt in his voice. 
 
    “We’ve had witches who worked with the labs before. I have a hard time believing Gurkovsky wouldn’t have tried getting them to use magic.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Anya conceded. “But has she tried it with Estelle? Didn’t you say Estelle was a blood relation to some Coven Mistress?” 
 
    It was a good point; one he couldn’t deny made sense. The lowly witches who typically came to their labs did so in exchange for safety. More often than not, they had pissed off the wrong witch, one more powerful than themselves, and having the backing of a vampire would ensure a degree of protection. Those alliances tended to be short-lived. 
 
    Estelle, though, wasn’t some weak witch. Her bloodline alone meant her magic was stronger than any that the Gurkovsky would have ever had access to. 
 
    “I’ll speak to Gurkovsky this evening,” he said. 
 
    Anya gave him a satisfied smile before moving over to the window to gaze down at the dance floor. The lights in the main room faded as the strobe light flickered on. The music playing softly in the background grew louder, signally the start of the night despite it still being a couple hours before sunset. Hungry vampires didn’t wait for the sun to set before they started feeding. 
 
    Niko rose and walked around his desk, watching as Anya swayed to the rhythm of the pulsing bass. She’d been with him such a short amount of time, yet from the moment they met, he knew he would never again feel complete without her. The only thing he questioned was whether she felt the same. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 21 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Anya’s stomach clenched as she rested her elbows on the balcony railing. She tried to distract her thoughts by moving to the music, but nothing could stop her mind from racing. 
 
    Niko was meeting Frankie. She’d known that eventually he would, and that it would be her best chance at making her final escape. No one would be around to miss her, and the witch blood she’d been consuming would conceal her scent. She’d also have a valid reason for entering the Coven if she were stopped. 
 
    She should be excited, anxious to start a life without fear. That was why her stomach was churning. 
 
    So, why was she filled with regret, her heart paralyzed by the realization that she had only hours left with Niko? Why did the thought of never seeing him, never hearing his rumbling laugh, never feeling his fingers caressing her body again leave her aching with emptiness? 
 
    You love him. Yoni’s words haunted Anya. She couldn’t. He was a vampire, the head of a nest of murderers. He was... 
 
    Anya shook her head, a failed attempt to dismiss the sudden flood of emotions that squeezed her chest painfully. But she hadn’t survived that long to throw it all away because of feelings. 
 
    Her entire life had been lived in fear of vampires. They had stolen so much from her, from the world. Even if she stayed, if Gurkovsky found a substitute, she couldn’t be one of them. 
 
    Anya turned away from the window and the distractions outside. Niko against the desk, watched her in silence, looking like he’d resume their discussion any moment, but she was tired of talking. For now, at least. If the next few hours were all that she had left with him, she wasn’t going to spend it discussing Gurkovsky’s work. 
 
    For a long moment, they stared at each other. Niko’s dark eyes searched hers for something. Could he see the sorrow building in her? 
 
    She held her hand out to him and wiggled her eyebrows. He chuckled as he joined her next to the window. 
 
    “Feeling a bit frisky, kotyonak?” he asked, sliding his hands from her hips up along her ribs until his thumbs brushed the undersides of her breasts. 
 
    Being called a kitten wasn’t something Anya had ever thought she’d tolerate, but coming from Niko, in his deep rich voice, she melted. Her hands flattened against his chest, feeling his muscles beneath the dark fabric. Her fingers curled into his shirt tugging his down. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. He dipped his head and kissed her, conquering her mouth with blatant hunger as his hands moved across the slinky fabric of her dress. His shirt crumpled within her eager fists, as she pulled him close and kept him there. Their tongues swept together in a dizzying ritual that sent shivers down her spine. 
 
    She knew what she wanted and pulled from his kiss with a lingering sigh. Letting go of his shirt, she shoved him back into the office, swinging the glass door shut behind them, leaving the balcony and the growing crowd behind. It wasn’t complete privacy, but it was enough that the thought of getting caught was simply a tease that heightened her excitement. 
 
    “If I’m a kitten tonight, then I definitely want to play,” she said. Glancing down Niko’s body, she bit her lip. Her hand landed on the front of his dark jeans and stroked up and down the zipper. He was already hard, and through the thick fabric, she could feel his erection pulsing. 
 
    His body stilled, and his gaze followed her every movement as she sank down before him and opened his pants. She tugged his jeans and boxers down until his penis was free, and grasped him, loving how his flesh stiffened even more. 
 
    Reaching down, he ran his fingers through the soft hair at her temple. He pulled a dark strand away and tucked it behind her ear. Warmth crept into her cheeks, and she looked back down at him where her hand had wrapped around his stiff length. 
 
    Her hand moved up and down over the silky flesh. A bead of pre-cum formed on the tip and she used it to slicken his length, letting her stroke him faster. 
 
    His hand cupped her head and with a slight bit of pressure urged her closer, but she resisted. She smiled up at him. 
 
    “Ah ah. This is my game to play.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to tease me all night?” His eyes twinkled with a mix of humor and passion. 
 
    “That is what happens when you call me names. I’m not sure I like being called a cat.” She tightened her grip on him, and his hips jerked forward. “But if I’m a cat, you can be my myshka, little mouse.” 
 
    A growl rumbled through him and her lips quirked. Arousal never improved Niko’s vocabulary, in fact, it seemed that the increased blood flow to his penis typically reduced him to grunts and groans. Which only emboldened her as she leaned closer to him. 
 
    She placed a gentle kiss on his tip. A shudder ran through his body and his hand, still resting against her head, clenched in her hair. She explored him with her tongue, tracing the sides of him with slow licks and careful kisses, flicker the underside of the crest of his erection. Her hand remained cupped at his base, occasionally gliding over him. 
 
    When she felt she’d tormented him enough, she parted her lips. His smooth flesh slid over her tongue, and a low moan escaped him—music to her ears. She swallowed his salty taste and closed her mouth around him. She looked up to find him gazing down at her with an expression she didn’t know how to read. The intensity in his eyes was overwhelming, filling her with a heat that spread through her like the summer solstice, burning away any doubt that she loved him. 
 
    Her lips closed around him, and she sucked firmly, her cheeks hollowing. His eyes drifted shut, breaking the spell he’d been casting over her. Her head bobbed as she drew him in deep then pulled back until he was nearly free. His hips rocked with her movements, and he kept a firm grip of her hair, though he let her control the moment. 
 
    He was mostly quiet, but when a sound snuck free, she trembled in response. Heat pooled between her legs as she watched an exquisite agony tighten his features. She wanted more and ignored the ache of her jaw as she tried to take him deeper. 
 
    With a low hiss, Niko stepped back, and she let him go with a sad moan. Licking her lips, she stared up at him disappointed that she had been able to finish playing. 
 
    He bent low and pulled her to her feet, lifting her into his arms and carried her to the desk. He stumbled once when his jeans slid down to his knees, and Anya couldn’t help the giggle that escaped. He scowled as he sat her on the edge of the desk. 
 
    “I think you like teasing me a bit too much,” he said. Despite the fierce look on his face, there was a hint of amusement in his voice. 
 
    “Are you saying you didn’t like my game?” 
 
    Niko growled, then parted her legs and moved between them. His upper body leaned over hers, pressing her flat and still. He kissed her neck, mouth lingering over her pulse, giving her skin a slow lick. She squeezed her thighs around his sides and squirmed playfully. 
 
    “I liked it too much. But I have no intention of not enjoying you entirely,” Niko said between the long slow licks that gradually made their way along her collarbone and to the center of her chest. 
 
    With his chin, he nudged the plunging neckline to one side, exposing her breast. Her nipple tightened as he flicked it with his tongue and then softly blew on it. 
 
    She furrowed her fingers through his thick, dark hair. He nipped at her pointed bud, before drawing it into his mouth. Her breath hitched then released in a puff, as his teeth scraped the sensitive nub. 
 
    Straightening, he ran his hands over her stomach, exerting a slight pressure to keep her laying down. With a quick tug, he pulled her forward so that her ass dangled off the end of the desk. Her dress had bunched up, and he shimmied the fabric further up until it was gathered around her waist. 
 
    Niko’s caressed her through her underwear. She flushed as she realized how wet and eager she was for him. He pushed the damp fabric aside and slid his fingers inside her heat, causing her back to arch and mouth to fall open. She heard the thump of his shoes and the rustle of his jeans as he kicked them off. 
 
    Holding her breath and closing her eyes, she waited for him. The darkness intensified her senses leaving her tingling with anticipation. 
 
    Slick fingers dragged across Anya’s folds and circled up, glancing off her sensitive clit. She whimpered under her breath and grabbed at the side of the desk to steady herself. Keeping her eyes closed, she breathed deeply, taking in the musky scent of their arousal. Then he pressed a finger into her, and she moaned, wiggling to deepen the contact. 
 
    He added another finger and worked her until she was riding the edge of her orgasm. Then he abruptly pulled out. Her eyes flew open and found him staring down at her, that same searching look in his eyes. 
 
    “You are mine. Lyubov moya. My love.” He grasped her hips and surged forward, pushing into her until he was as deep as he could get. 
 
    A smile curled her lips as he settled against her. The familiar fullness of him made her darkly giddy. When they were bound together, it was simple to forget what he was, and she was content to accept the euphoria in their private moments. 
 
    Pulling her free hand to his face, he pressed kisses against her fingertips as he began to rock with slow, torturous ease. His steady motions stirred her blood into a new frenzy while his lips sent goosebumps over her skin. 
 
    She stroked his jaw, and he drew one of her fingertips into his mouth, biting down teasingly. Not enough pressure to break the skin, just enough to be playful. 
 
    After a moment, his demeanor changed. The teasing vanished, and he held onto her waist as he drove into her. She didn’t bother masking the sounds of her lust, letting every whimper and gasp bubble from her throat and fill the room just as he filled her. 
 
    His plunging strokes jostled her on the surface of the desk, but he did his best to hold her still. She wrapped her legs around him, hook her feet together as he leaned over her, grinding his flesh against hers while a low growl managed to slip through his breathing. 
 
    His grasp around her waist turned into a caress, worshiping her from shoulder to thigh then clawing gently at her skin. Everything was a distraction. They were both close and wanted to push the end further away while reach for it at the same time. 
 
    Anya whispered his name, so quietly that her mouth barely moved, but Niko responded, driving his length into her again and again. She could do nothing but hold on to his waist. 
 
    His arm slid beneath her lower back, lifting her closer. Each stroke was more intense now, and the room darkened at the edges. She felt both lightheaded and keenly aware at the same time, drifting between each moment of pleasure and the next. 
 
    She gave in to the blaze that filled her core. Her head fell back, and she cried out. Spots danced before her eyes as she sucked in a deep breath and rode her climax. Fire raced through her veins, igniting her from fingertips to toes before retreating and blanketing her with numb euphoria. 
 
    Coming down, she wanted to hold Niko, but he hovered over her, out of reach. He still moved between her legs, causing her pleasure to reverberate with every stroke like a wild electric current fading in and out. 
 
    Soon, it was almost too much to tolerate. Anya’s sensitive flesh protested. She clenched her muscles, squeezing his hard length. 
 
    “Now Niko,” she pleaded. 
 
    He responded, lowering himself and pressing a kiss to her forehead. His grip tightened, pulling her so close the depth was a sharp but welcome discomfort. He trembled within her as the warmth of his release filled her. 
 
    Gradually the tension left his body, and he exhaled against her hair. She cupped his face and found his mouth to kiss him. He practically collapsed over her but held himself up with one strong arm. They kissed long and slow as if they had nowhere else to be and nothing else to do. 
 
    Her blood slowed, tired from its furious race, and she relaxed back onto the desk. Niko’s forehead rested against hers, and he made a soft, content sound. Every ounce of her energy was expended, and she could barely shift her arms to drape across his broad shoulders. 
 
    She closed her eyes and absorbed the moment, saving it and tucking it away. These were the clearest times for her. The easiest ones where the bliss consuming her was worth sacrificing her dreams. 
 
    Niko’s gentle touch combing through her hair made her peer at him. His gaze was unfocused as if she’d drained him of the power to even look straight. 
 
    She licked her lips and wanted to say something because it seemed like something should have been said. Nothing came, however, and the longer the silence lingered, the darker her thoughts grew. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Niko didn’t want to see it, but it was impossible not to. Anya gazed up at him, and it was all there in her eyes—a strange mix of sadness and determination. The determination was nothing new. She was nothing if not persistent and focused. The sadness, though, told him everything he needed to know. 
 
    She would try to leave and contact Frankie. 
 
    He’d made a mistake mentioning the Coven the other night, and then he made another mistake revealing he had a meeting later on. She was smart enough to make the connection and realize that night would be her best chance at getting into the Coven. 
 
    The realization she would still be thinking of leaving him tore at his gut, and he fought to keep from tightening his hold on her waist. For a brief moment, a flurry of plans to keep her at the nest, to stop her from finding a permanent barrier between them formed in his mind. He could tie her up, set Tash on guard duty, have Sergei send for Yoni to distract her. 
 
    Just as quickly, though, the plans were snuffed out. 
 
    A number of times over the past few weeks, she had referred to herself as a prisoner, and he’d denied it. He’d tried to reassure her, but if he took away her choices, her right to control her future then wasn’t he making her one? He didn’t want her staying out of force. He wanted her to stay because she couldn’t imagine any other life. He wanted his mate to choose him as he had chosen her. 
 
    Closing his eyes to the proof that she still doubted the bond between them he dipped his head, resting it beside hers. A shiver ran through her as his breath caressed the sensitive skin of her neck. Her mind may doubt it, but her body couldn’t deny her feelings, and that gave him cause to hope. He had to trust that she would make the right choice. 
 
    “Always, lyubov moya.” 
 
    He kissed the tip of her ear and then slowly pulled away from her. Her legs dropped from his waist, and he gripped them gently until she managed to scoot from the desk and straighten her dress. 
 
    After putting their clothes back in order, Niko snagged Anya’s hand and tugged her with him around the desk. He sat in his chair and then pulled her onto his lap. She cuddled into his chest, a rare occurrence. Almost immediately, his dread returned. It wasn’t often she showed such vulnerability. 
 
    There was still so much about her that he didn’t know. The pieces of her life that she shared had been so strategic he sometimes wondered if what he did know was only part of an illusion. Yet, there were moments, like when she was wrapped around him, her guard completely down that her soul was laid bare, reminding him why his certainty about their mating had only grown. 
 
    The instant he first saw her, he’d recognized her as his mate, and there hadn’t been a doubt since that his instincts had been right. Yet while he had accepted his love for her, she hadn’t reached that point. Maybe she never would. But until she walked away, witch blood permanently coursing through her veins, he would do everything possible to convince her that being a vampire mate was what she wanted. That included providing her with an excuse to not follow through on her plans. 
 
    “I thought while I’m at my meeting you might speak to Gurkovsky about your theory.” 
 
    “Me?” she asked, lifting her head to look at him. 
 
    “I thought it would give you something to do while I was out,” he said. “Besides attempting to use Estelle’s magic was your idea.” 
 
    She hesitated, and he expected her to refuse, so when she nodded in agreement, he was a bit shocked. Trust her. 
 
    His mind kept going back to her making a choice to stay with him, but would deceiving her really give her that chance? If she felt he was lying to her and doing everything in his power to keep her in the nest, how could he expect her to see staying as her decision? 
 
    “The old friend I’m meeting is Frankie,” he said, the words rushing out as if he knew any slower and they would have lodged in his throat, choking him and giving him chance to change his mind. 
 
    She stilled, maybe trying to figure out what to say. Would she deny what she was surely planning? Would she pretend it didn’t matter? No. Anya was honest, she wouldn’t lie to him. Which was why her silence left him gutted. 
 
    He could not imagine living a day without her, yet what choice did he have? Compelling her or imprisoning her would only feed her fears of vampires and ultimately drive her a point where death was her only option of escape. He’d rather see her safe in the hands of the witches than dead at his feet. 
 
    They stayed wrapped around each other, neither speaking until there was a sharp rap on the door. Even before Niko could call out and invite the person in, the door swung open and Sergei strode in followed closely by Vlad and Tash like an avenging army swooping in. 
 
    Anya scooted from his laps, though her hand lingered in his, squeezing it tightly before letting go and walking to the door, ignoring the watchful eyes of the three others in the room. 
 
    “You can stay,” Niko said, a small piece of hope still flickering inside him that she might be willing to work with him for a future together rather than go behind his back. 
 
    She turned back, and he saw her determination wavering. He’d made the right call telling her about the meeting. His honesty and trust in her was causing her to doubt her goals. 
 
    “I’m going to go and talk with Gurkovsky about Estelle, if you still want me to,” she said. 
 
    “I think it would be good for you to do it,” he said. “Estelle has been reluctant to speak to the doctors, but perhaps with you there, she will be more willing.” 
 
    She gave him a long, sad look and a weary smile softened her lips. “I...be careful tonight.” 
 
    A heaviness settled in the pit of Niko’s stomach, snuffing out the remnants of hope. 
 
    When the door had closed behind her, Vlad stomped over to the chair across the desk from him, flopping into it with a huff. “It is good that she has gone. We do not need her listening in to our plans and ruining them again.” 
 
    “Technically, she didn’t intentionally ruin the first meeting,” Niko defended her. Vlad scowled in response. 
 
    “Why is she speaking to Gurkovsky? And who’s Estelle?” Sergei asked. 
 
    “Estelle’s a witch. She showed up a few days ago, volunteering to help with the research,” Niko explained, leaving out the bit about Estelle being the source of Anya’s witch blood supply. 
 
    “There have been countless trials of substitutes with witch blood,” Sergei pointed out. “None have worked, and just this week, Gurkovsky shared the failed results of the witch auras.” 
 
    “Anya thought maybe using magic would.” 
 
    “Again, brother, it’s been tried already,” Sergei scoffed. 
 
    “Not with a descendant of a Grand Coven Mistress,” Niko said. “We’ve never had someone as powerful as Estelle in our labs. Anya has known Estelle for a few years. Estelle might be more willing to help if the request came from a friend.” 
 
    Sergei sighed and made his way to the window, obviously realizing that nothing would deter Niko from exploring every possibility. Tash, however, didn’t seem so inclined to let the subject of Anya go. 
 
    “I know you have claimed her as your mate, and I have tried to accept that. Everyone in the nest has tried, but she has refused to be turned, and with her appearance at the Coven meeting…I don’t trust her,” Tash said, shaking her head as she propped her hands on her hips. 
 
    “You don’t need to trust her.” Niko grabbed his glass of vodka and downed it in a series of gulps, relishing the burn as it slid down his throat. 
 
    “You think we didn’t see the way she looked as she left?” Tash shook her head. “I don’t know how, but she knows about the meeting.” 
 
    “I told her.” 
 
    Sergei snorted as he turned to look at Niko with pity. 
 
    “You trust her too much,” he said. “You claim her as your mate, but she does not claim you. She will betray you.” 
 
    Niko didn’t bother denying it. Even if he believed she would never do such a thing, they wouldn’t. “You speak as if she were no better than Anastasia. You should know better, brother.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but at least with Anastasia you knew what to expect.” 
 
    “So, explain her disappearance,” Niko challenged. “The Anastasia we all hated wouldn’t have simply walked away from the nest.” 
 
    “She’s dead,” Tash said. 
 
    “Anastasia was a blood Berkano. There is no way anyone—whether they be human, vamp, or witch—was capable of overpowering her.” 
 
    Sergei spun around to glare down at the dance floor. “As you said, the Anastasia we knew wouldn’t kill herself, so what other explanation is there? Unless you’re suggesting Anastasia truly wasn’t a vile murdering bitch, I fail to see your point. Mine, however, is clear. Anya is a risk to every vamp in the nest. She has you wrapped around her finger, and you don’t even see it.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Tash chimed in. “The vamps are wondering who’s in charge of the nest now - you or your mate.” 
 
    Vlad grunted in agreement, though he wisely chose not to add his thoughts. 
 
    Niko refilled his glass and slammed it back then glared at the three of them. 
 
    “If the three of you are finished insulting my mate, I’d like to get on with our plans.” Anything to distract him from the knowledge that he may never be with his mate again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 23 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Having only been in the labs the one time with Niko, Anya wasn’t sure what type of reception she’d get when she showed up alone. Telling Niko that she would speak to Gurkovsky had been an excuse to avoid the suspicious eyes of Sergei, Vlad, and Tash. She hadn’t planned to actually talk to Gurkovsky. Yet, there she was, walking around to the side entrance of the lab Niko had shown her earlier intent on doing just that. Why the fuck she was doing it, she had no idea. 
 
    She’d share her idea with Gurkovsky, then leave. It would only take a minute then she could start putting her escape plan into action. 
 
    She reached the door and pressed the buzzer, holding it down until a disgruntled face appeared in the small window. The woman’s eyes darted around, obviously looking for Niko. When she didn’t see him, she hesitated, looking closely at Anya, who lifted her eyebrows in a look that clearly conveyed a ‘what the hell are you waiting for?’ question. Still scowling, the woman opened the door. 
 
    “Thank you,” Anya said, not bothering to hide her annoyance. She marched passed the woman into the lab. 
 
    Entering the stark white room, she quickly spotted Gurkovsky standing over Estelle, who was still hooked up to a number of machines and looking dead to the world. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Anya asked as she moved closer. 
 
    Gurkovsky glanced up before refocusing on the screen of her computer. “Nothing. She’s pretending to be asleep.” 
 
    Sure enough, Estella opened her eyes and gave them a cheeky smile. “I was resting, not pretending.” 
 
    Gurkovsky shook her head. “Whatever you were doing suits me fine. The less I have to talk to a witch the better.” 
 
    Anya expected Estelle to take offense, but she appeared completely unfazed. 
 
    “It is good to see you’re still alive, my friend. When I heard about your entrance into the meeting between Frankie and Niko, I was concerned,” Estelle said, reaching out to pat Anya’s hand resting on the railing of the bed. 
 
    “Niko claimed me as his mate. Otherwise, the others were more than willing to kill me.” 
 
    Estelle gave a soft laugh. “What exactly did you think would happen?” 
 
    Anya’s eyes flicked from Estelle to the doctor. She decided it would be wiser to stay silent, so she gave a careless shrug. Revealing her intention to get dirt on Frankie and blackmail the witch into helping her didn’t seem like information Gurkovsky could be trusted with. 
 
    “We are busy. What do you want?” The doctor jotted down a few notes on her paper. 
 
    “Niko and I were discussing your work—” 
 
    “Really? You have been trained to run experiments? Analyze results? You have read all of my findings?” Gurkovsky cut in, a harsh bite to her voice. “Go ahead, tell me what you think of it.” 
 
    Anya frowned and wondered if Gurkovsky would have the same attitude with Niko. “We were discussing it, and we—I—thought maybe trying to use magic on the most effective substitute you have.” 
 
    “We’ve tried it, and while there was a mild improvement on the effectiveness of the blood supply, it wasn’t enough to generate a complete substitute.” Gurkovsky turned her back on them and began plucking away at the computer. 
 
    It was on the tip of Anya’s tongue to ask why they needed a complete substitute when they could supplement with real human blood. The realization dawned on her that Niko and Gurkovsky weren’t only trying to save the human population, they were planning for the aftermath of the humans’ eventual extinction. 
 
    “I realize you’ve attempted to use magic before, but has the witch performing the spell ever been as powerful as Estelle?” Anya asked. The doctor’s hands stilled a moment before continuing her typing. “She’s a descendant of a Grand Coven Mistress. And while the witches who came to you in the past may have been called volunteers, did they come with honest intentions to help vampires or simply for gain?” 
 
    Anya looked down at Estelle, who seemed to be thinking about the possibility, perhaps even possible spells. At least, Anya hoped that was what she was thinking about because Anya suspected convincing Gurkovsky to open that vein of research would require more than just the thoughts of a mere human. 
 
    “She has a point,” Estelle said, causing Gurkovsky to turn around. “Spells are unique to their caster. Even when the words and ingredients are identical, a spell can be influenced by other factors—the strength and age of the witch, the inflection in their voice, the witch’s intentions.” 
 
    Gurkovsky’s head tipped to the side, and her eyes narrowed. She crossed one arm over her chest and propped her opposite elbow on it so she could stroke her chin. The stance was almost comical in its seriousness, but Anya managed to hold back a chuckle. As long as Gurkovsky was willing to do the research, she’d be... 
 
    Be what? 
 
    After she convinced Frankie to permanently alter her blood, the blood supply issue wouldn’t impact her. So why was she worrying? 
 
    “While I am doubtful of a positive response and I hesitate to waste resources, I do agree that it would be wise to test this theory,” Gurkovsky said, interrupting Anya’s thoughts. 
 
    “Great. That’s great,” Anya said, taking a step backward toward the exit. “I’m going to head upstairs. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    The two women gave her curious looks, but Anya spun around and barely managed to stop herself from running out of the lab. She slowed when she reached the main floor and made her way to the elevator. Reaching the closed doors, she pressed the button and waited, tapping her toe. 
 
    “Done in the lab already?” 
 
    Anya twisted around at the sound of Tash’s voice. The vampire was watching her through narrowed eyes that seemed to pierce the layer of indifference Anya strove to wear when she moved about the nest. 
 
    “Well, it’s not as if I can run the experiments myself,” Anya responded. “I shared my idea, and Gurkovsky will do with it what she wants.” 
 
    “But you think it’ll work?” 
 
    Anya shrugged. “If magic can be used to erect and maintain the barrier, why wouldn’t it work to create a blood substitute?” 
 
    “It’s been attempted before and failed.” 
 
    “Well, it won’t hurt for Gurkovsky to try one more time. And if it works, then the problem is solved.” It was a flip response, and perhaps a foolish one considering Tash was capable and willing to end her life. 
 
    The elevator dinged, and the doors slide open. Eager to escape Tash’s watchful gaze, Anya darted in and jabbed at the button with her finger. But Tash followed her into the small space before the doors closed. 
 
    “Niko is willing to support your idea,” Tash said. 
 
    Anya nodded, not knowing what Tash was digging for. 
 
    “He trusts you.” 
 
    The words were a dagger in her stomach, but she managed a tight smile. “I am his mate.” 
 
    Anya instantly regretted her glib answer when Tash’s hand was suddenly wrapped around her throat. 
 
    “To a human the word mate means nothing, but to a vampire it is everything,” Tash hissed. “It is the strongest bond a vampire can make and one that few are able to. That Niko has claimed you, a human who poisons their body by drinking witch blood, has fractured the nest. There are those who would use any transgression to force Niko out.” 
 
    Anya wanted to ask if Tash was one of those people, but with the woman’s hand around her neck, she choked the words back. She swallowed, her throat aching from Tash’s grip even though there was no pressure behind it. “Niko is a strong leader. Any vampire would be foolish to think they could remove him and do a better job.” 
 
    “Which is why I am here right now asking that you stay inside tonight.” 
 
    “Where else would I go?” Anya asked, licking her dried lips. 
 
    “I have seen the way he watches you, how you respond to him. You would be a good mate for him. If you were a vampire. But I suspect you are no more ready to be turned now than you were two months ago.” Tash crowded Anya, reaching up with her free hand to stroke the side of Anya’s face. “If you were to be caught hiding in the Coven a second time, the security force has been given the go-ahead to execute you.” 
 
    “Niko’s orders?” 
 
    “Mine. I am not sentimental like Niko. I have no time for treacherous humans, particularly ones who threaten the order within the nest.” Tash stepped back and released her hold on Anya. “If you want to leave, go. But don’t risk Niko’s life and the lives of every vampire in the nest just so you can be happy.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and Anya pushed past the vamp. How the hell did Tash know her plans? More importantly, would any of the other vamps on the force follow Tash’s commands and kill their leader’s mate? 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 24 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Niko stared vacantly up at the ceiling, his thoughts drifting around the upcoming meeting with Frankie. There’d been a few moments when he’d allowed thoughts of Anya to slip into his mind, but the fate of the nest rested on him, and he needed to concentrate on his people. As Sergei had reminded him, he’d claimed Anya as his mate, but she’d never claimed him as hers. The vampires though, they had chosen him, and he had a duty to them. 
 
    Vlad and Tash’s plan was simple. They’d take two vehicles to the Coven. Tash, Niko, and Svetlana would be in the first. Vlad, Sergei and two others would be in the second. Once they reached their destination, a team of four would go in with Niko, while the other two stayed outside with the vehicles. He’d make the deal with Frankie, then they’d get the hell out of there. 
 
    It had only taken them half an hour to hash out details and run through various scenarios and exit strategies if things went south. What took longer was the conversation Niko had with his brother afterward. 
 
    Sergei kept pressing him about whether he really believed Frankie would strike a deal with him. To be honest, Niko didn’t think she would, but he had to take the chance. Maybe he hadn’t hidden his doubts well, but Sergei then insisted on going with them. What he thought he could do to help was beyond Niko, but if it meant not having to listen to his brother bitch, then he’d let him go. 
 
    He glanced out the window at the darkening sky. The Rift outside the barrier acted as an artificial sun, causing summer days to extend to nearly twenty-two hours. Normally, it didn’t bother him, but he was ready for night to fall so he could get the meeting over with. Rolling his shoulders, he attempted to relieve his tension. 
 
    What the fuck was he going to do if Frankie refused to an accord? He’d been avoiding that question since the idea of an accord had formed. 
 
    They could only go on for so long before what was left of humanity in their division was dead. Niko suspected Frankie didn’t quite see it that way. The years they’d known each other had shown him that she always had something secret in the works. He didn’t doubt that she was more than prepared for the death of the vampires, and any free humans. Hell, since the Rift occurred, the witches openly harvested humans. The gulag was probably one giant human baby farm. 
 
    The blood substitute was the only long-term solution. Gurkovsky was certain she could create it, they just needed time. He hoped Frankie still possessed enough compassion to give him, give the vamps, a chance. Whatever concessions Frankie made, though, would be limited. Gurkovsky was going to have to give him some type of timeline. 
 
    Intent on going to see the doctor, Niko shoved away from the desk, inadvertently knocking a stack of papers to the floor. He was tempted to leave them there, a lesson for Sergei on filing his paperwork, but he knew it would be someone other than his brother who actually cleaned it up. Squatting down, he gathered the papers. As he placed them on the table, a word caught his attention. No, not a word. A name. Anastasia. 
 
    Why would Sergei have papers with her name on them? Twenty, hell even fifteen, years ago he might have understood the connection she still had to the club. But now? It made no sense. 
 
    He scanned the paper, which detailed a transfer between The Bleeding Spot and the Coven. From what he could see it was for a human who violated club rules and requested passage to the Coven after her protection privileges were revoked. Anastasia’s name was listed as the vamp approving the transfer. 
 
    On another page, there was a note scrawled in Sergei’s handwriting that wished Anastasia endured the same agony she inflicted on thousands of people. The other sheets were simply records of which humans entered the club, who fed on them, and the occasional bit of feedback concerning them, either from the vamp or the human’s perspective. 
 
    Why would the transfer request and that note be on his desk after all these years? Was the human attempting to reenter the club? Had they died while in the witches’ Gulag? 
 
    Niko shook his head and snorted, dropping the papers in a pile on the corner of the desk. More than likely, Sergei found the years old papers hidden within the depths of the desk drawer after Niko complained about the piles of papers scattered around the office. 
 
    When he reached the lab, he found an animated Gurkovsky standing in front of a group of doctors. She gestured at the computer screen, and they all nodded their heads, though even across the room he could see some skepticism in their expressions. 
 
    “We need multiple test subjects,” she was saying as he moved closer. “We’ll be run at least four trials simultaneously with a slightly modified formula.” 
 
    “Spell, not formula,” Estelle interjected from her cot. 
 
    Gurkovsky grunted but otherwise ignored the witch. 
 
    “Multiple trials seems excessive,” said one of the doctors. “None of the other spells held out longer than a few weeks. Why waste resources until we have some concrete data?” 
 
    “Data for what?” Niko asked, bringing their eyes around to him. 
 
    “Ah, Niko. It’s good you’re here. We’ve had a breakthrough. Until an hour ago, this was our most successful substitute with only trace amounts of microscopic artificial particles that prevent it from becoming a permanent solution.” She held up a vial of blood. “It’s similar enough to human blood that it could be used to sate a vampire, and they would be none the wiser. In the field, its effectiveness remained uncompromised until week five of ingestion. At that point, the consumer’s system then seemed to adapt to its altered state and left the vamp slowly starving. With feral status being reached within two months.” 
 
    She thrust the vial back into the wire frame and pulled out another. 
 
    “This one started off in the same altered state. Now, there’s not a trace of artificial ingredient, and more importantly, it’s oxygen-carrying.” 
 
    Niko nodded as if he understood the importance of what she was saying, but despite the numerous conversations they’d had and the detailed reports she’d sent over the years, he didn’t know why the oxygen-carrying part was so vital. 
 
    Gurkovsky frowned at his lack of enthusiasm. “For all intents and purposes, this is human blood.” 
 
    Niko contained the rush of excitement he felt. The doubt on the faces of the other doctors meant he needed to temper his reaction. “How?” 
 
    “I provided the witch with the substitute, and she spoke a spell over it. I believe one of the technicians took a video if you would like to watch the process.” 
 
    Niko waved the suggestion away. “Perhaps later. I am on my way to a meeting at the Coven Headquarters. How can you be certain this is a permanent solution?” 
 
    “Obviously, we still need controlled trials. I want to begin phase one of the trials immediately. For the successful formulas, we could reach phase two within a month, and phase three could be concluded within six months.” 
 
    Six months. 
 
    “That’s a lot of time invested in one possibility,” Niko pointed out. “What about the research into other substitute methods?” 
 
    There were a few mumbles of affirmation from the group of scientists listening to the conversation. 
 
    “I can spare one of my doctors to continue that research.” Gurkovsky scowled. 
 
    “You truly believe in this?” 
 
    “I’ll admit when your mate came in here with her suggestion, I was reluctant to waste time on it. We’ve done multiple tests with spells over the years. But she made a strong case with this witch’s bloodline. A Grand Mistress’s line is as powerful as it gets.” Gurkovsky returned the vial to the frame and place her hands in her pockets. “I am confident that this will work.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Start the trials, but—" he held up a finger when excitement lit up her face, “Two of your staff need to continue investigating alternative research.” 
 
    She looked like she might have argued, but instead gave a curt nod, then looked to her staff, barking orders that sent them scurrying like mice rather than vampires. 
 
    Behind him, he heard a chuckle and turned to see Estelle watching him. 
 
    “Your doctor has a distinct lack of tact,” she said. 
 
    Niko shrugged as he walked to her side. “Tact isn’t needed in the lab. Her brains and skills are much more vital.” 
 
    “True, but I suspect that tact might have gotten her research farther much sooner.” 
 
    “I suppose on behalf of the nest I should give my thanks for cooperating,” he said and tipped his head to her. 
 
    “Just as the Coven should have long ago given their thanks,” she replied. 
 
    “The Coven? What for?” 
 
    Estelle gave him a confused look that he imagined was a mirror of his. “If you do not know, then perhaps it would be best if Frankie were to explain.” 
 
    Curiosity gnawed at Niko, but while he’d love answers to the sudden questions swirling through him, he needed to focus on what the vampires needed. Six months. He had a timeline to give Frankie, and it was a hell of a lot shorter than he originally thought they would need. Six months of keeping the peace and then maybe the conflict between the vamps, humans, and witches could end. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 25 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Anya wiped the perspiration beading along her hairline before it could trickle into her eyes. After the weeks she spent in the nest, enjoying the comfort of an air conditioner, Anya had forgotten how suffocating the heat of the summer could be. Even with the sun edging below the horizon, the earth still slowly released the build-up of heat it had absorbed all day. 
 
    Sneaking away from the nest had been easier than she anticipated. Niko and the security force had huddled in Sergei’s office devising their strategy for the meeting with Frankie. Dr. Gurkovsky and the other researchers had been busy with Estelle. All of the other vamps were occupied in the club, probably enjoying an unsupervised feeding frenzy. She simply walked out an unguarded side door and disappeared into the vacant buildings surrounding the nest. 
 
    Once she was out of sight, she took off at a run, racing to make it to the Coven in time to use Niko’s meeting as a cover for her presence if she were caught. A few blocks from the nest, she found an abandoned bicycle that cut down the time it would have taken to get to the Coven Headquarters. 
 
    She thought with some distance between her and Niko, she’d feel more confident in her decision, but with each turn of the bike pedals, the knot in her stomach grew, twisting painfully the further away she got. She wanted to cling to her hatred of the vampires, to the idea that they were little more than monsters who could speak. 
 
    In the weeks she’d been with him, Niko had torn down those away from her. He’d shown her that just like the humans and witches, there were monsters hiding among his people, but the few didn’t define them all. Or at least, he thought they shouldn’t. 
 
    Sheer stubbornness drove her on. She had planned this for so long. How could she throw away what might be her last chance to never again fear the vampires in order to appease what could be a fleeting emotional attachment? 
 
    Minutes ticked by, and she pedaled faster knowing her time was limited. As the sun dipped behind the buildings on the horizon, the Coven Headquarters came into view, the fires surrounding the grounds creating a sinister blue glow. 
 
    Anya’s unease returned. How was trusting Frankie a better choice than trusting Niko? Witches had hunted and used humans as brutally and without care as easily as the vampires. 
 
    But they didn’t turn into monsters. They didn’t turn kind young women into killers. They hadn’t turned Alina into a killer. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Anya steeled her resolve and pushed herself forward. If she’d had any less witch blood in her system, she might not have passed through the barrier. She rode around the grounds to a rarely used staff entrance and ditched the bike along the side of the building. She managed to enter with little more than a curious side glance from a watch guard.  
 
    Once inside, Anya swiftly made her way across the atrium to the stairs behind the staff desk. She made sure to keep her hair in front of her face, blocking anyone from getting a good look at her. A few might have paused and glanced at her, but at the speed she moved and the way her hair swept across her face, it would be impossible for any of them to recognize her. 
 
    Slipping up the back stairs to the floor Frankie used for her office, Anya tried to refocus her thoughts around her plan. 
 
    Get into Frankie’s office, find some dirt on her, and then use whatever it was to force Frankie’s hand. It sounded simple enough, but if she didn’t find anything to use, it all fell apart. Everything she’d worked for would be gone the way of the future with Niko that she’d sacrificed. 
 
    She pressed open the service door, careful to keep from opening it too far. The damn thing creaked once it went past the halfway point. Peeking through the narrow opening, she could see across the hall into the throne room where Frankie was perched on her throne as if it somehow gave her a more regal appearance. Her goons sat in the hardback chairs opposite her, nodding their heads as she spoke to them. 
 
    Anya grabbed a broom resting against the wall in the service area, and slid into the hallway, using the broom handle to partially conceal herself and creating a vague disguise that would pass a cursory glance from one of the witches. 
 
    She went straight down the corridor leading to Frankie’s office and let herself in. Dark and musty, the lone window was shut tight and the curtains draw. Finding anything would be impossible. Anya pulled one of the curtains to the side, letting in the light from the fires below. She riffled through stacks of papers on the desk, but finding nothing interesting, she moved to a large filing cabinet. Empty. Why the hell was there an empty filing cabinet in the office? What was the point? 
 
    The bookshelves and a variety of secretive boxes were dead ends as well unless she was interested in concocting a few recipes from the collection of spices Frankie kept stashed in the strangest places. 
 
    Finally, her search was down to only the computer sitting dark on the desk. She’d never used a computer before, and she suspected they weren’t the type of things that came naturally. 
 
    She dragged her finger across the screen as she’d seen Gurkovsky do in the lab, but nothing happened. Tapping on the keyboard was just as ineffective. Defeat left her shaking. 
 
    She was done. There was nothing here that she could use to force Frankie to help her. 
 
    Leaving Niko had been painful enough when she thought it would at least give her a chance to fulfill her goal of altering her blood. Knowing it had been for nothing—that she would be thrown back on the streets without any protection and that Niko would hate her for her choice—was devastating. 
 
    Curling her hands into fists, Anya pushed away from the desk. She still had to check the one other room that had been off-limits to the maintenance crew. She cracked the door open, careful to keep it from going too wide and setting off any creaking from the old hinges. She’d been stupid to close it. It would have completely blocked the sound of anyone approaching, but the soft murmur of voices assured her Frankie and the other witches were still occupied in the Coven throne room. 
 
    When she entered the room across a little further down the hall, she took care to leave it open a crack. Unlike Frankie’s office, this one was brightly lit, despite the lack of windows or candles. Instead, the light source glowed from behind a drawn curtain. It was like the curtains in the shared hospital rooms Anya had visited with her parents as a child. 
 
    As she drew closer, she noticed a steady beeping. Cautiously, Anya walked around the curtain. What she found sent icy shock coursing through her. 
 
    A woman with long blond hair, covered with only a sheet, was strapped to a hospital bed, tubes sticking out of her attached to four different machines. 
 
    “What the fuck...?” Anya shook her head, wondering if she’d inhaled something from the boxes in Frankie’s office that caused hallucinations. 
 
    Hesitantly, she reached out, gently poking the arm of the woman, drawing back at the feel of her ice-cold skin. There was no reaction, so she poked harder, then gave her a firm shake. The woman lay there unresponsive. 
 
    Anya looked at the machines. The beeping machine looked as if it monitored the woman’s vitals, which appeared anything but normal. She was certain a pulse of thirteen beats per minute was unusual even for a vampire. One tube sent a clear fluid into her arm. Another was sending blood into her through a tube that went under the sheet and obviously connected at her stomach. The final one was drawing a black substance from her. 
 
    The Coven was sucking the aura from a vampire. But why? 
 
    Taking another step closer, Anya leaned over and took a good look at the woman. Her gasp filled the room. 
 
    Anastasia Berkano. 
 
    What the fuck was Anastasia doing in the Coven headquarters, strapped to a bed and being drained of her aura? 
 
    The sound of voices suddenly reached her and grew louder. Frankie and her goons were on the move and heading toward her. For a moment, Anya thought they’d go into Frankie’s office, but it was a hope that died as they got closer. 
 
    Frankie’s voice drew closer, and Anya frantically looked around for somewhere to hide. With nowhere to go, she quickly pulled the curtain closed and crouched behind the bed, making herself as small as possible. The door swung open, followed by the assertive footsteps of Frankie and another witch. 
 
    “This is a dangerous game you’re playing, Frankie,” said the witch. “If it backfires, the Coven will be blamed.” 
 
    “This is no game.” 
 
    “The hell it’s not. The Coven has wanted Niko dead for years, and every vote, you step in and refuse to issue the order.” 
 
    It didn’t surprise Anya to hear that the witches wanted Niko dead. What was surprising was that Frankie would have prevented that from happening. Despite Niko saying they’d known each other long before the Rift, Anya had never gotten the impression that there was anything other than an acknowledgment of mutual benefit between them. 
 
    “If I were to approve an assassination, we’d have the entire vampire population at the barrier to the Coven, and no way to stop them. You and the rest of the Coven know that the blood oath renders us incapable of defending ourselves against the vampires.” 
 
    A blood oath? 
 
    “We have the humans in the Gulag for that. They’re not bound by your oath.” 
 
    Frankie scoffed. “Fool. We need the aura of those humans to maintain the barrier.” 
 
    The witch tapped their toe, apparently not impressed with Frankie’s harsh words. “You call me the fool, but it was you that bound the witches from killing vampires. We needed one specific vampire. You could have given them anything else, and we could have slaughtered them the next day. But you... you gave them complete freedom in the division.” 
 
    “I did what I had to do to get Anastasia under our control. She became a danger to our survival, constantly threatening to cut off the supply. Without the aura of a pure Berkano blood vampire, the barrier will collapse.” 
 
    Holy shit. Anya barely contained her gasp as realization hit her. Someone, most likely another vamp, had sold Anastasia to the Coven in exchange for Frankie’s oath as Grand Mistress that witches couldn’t harm or kill vampires. 
 
    This was beyond anything she’d ever imagined when she began her quest for dirt on Frankie. 
 
    “Then, refuse to help them. Agree to the surge and move the humans to the Gulag. Let the bloodsuckers die out from starvations.” 
 
    “You think feral vampires will be easier to control than Niko and his security force?” There was a long pause before Frankie snorted in dismissal. “Call the Grand Coven together. I am tired of this constant debate.” 
 
    The witch left, and Anya waited for Frankie to follow. Her legs burned from the squatting position she was in, and she struggled to stay still as she waited on Frankie to leave. But her efforts were useless, and one of her legs trembled, knocking against the metal leg of an instrument cart. 
 
    There was a sudden flash of light, and she felt the pull of some unseen force bring her to her feet then holding her in place. The curtain fluttered around her then whipped open revealing her to Frankie. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 26 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    As the car pulled up to the Coven barrier, a pale curtain of white sparkles visible only at night, Niko tamped down the apprehension building within him. No matter how well they’d planned, his security force couldn’t anticipate everything the Coven might do, particularly when Frankie was so willing to meet with him. The suspicions of Sergei, Tash, and Vlad had echoed his own silent ones, but he couldn’t afford to pass up the opportunity to meet with the witch. 
 
    While the Coven might claim to govern with a majority rule, it was no secret that as the Grand Coven Mistress, Frankie had complete control over their decisions. And he needed her cooperation. 
 
    Seeing the immediate results of Gurkovsky’s work with Estelle’s spell had convinced him to press Frankie not only for a stay on the extraction of humans to the gulag but also help in generating an even more powerful spell. 
 
    As it stood, vampires had a few months, a year at best, before starvation infringed on the city, and they began turning feral. Unless something could be worked out with the Coven, the division would be ripped apart, because it would be next to impossible for the Coven to contain the hundreds of feral vampires that descended on the gulag. 
 
    A few months would be enough for Gurkovsky to run her trials and hopefully find a permanent solution, but cooperation from Frankie would mean a greater chance of success and some reassurance to his people that the end wasn’t upon them. 
 
    Niko shifted on the hot leather seat as they waited for the witches to grant them access. Tash tapped her fingers on the edge of the steering wheel, and beside her, Svetlana pursed her lips and made a clicking noise that quickly got on his nerves. Eventually, the barrier shimmered and parted, sending a cascade of sparkles through the sky as they were granted access to the Coven grounds. Tash drove through, and the second vehicle in their caravan with Vlad, Sergei, and the two other force members followed tight on their tail. 
 
    At the front of the Coven headquarters, the vehicles rolled to a stop, and the seven of them stepped out. He’d expected one of the Grand Coven members to meet them, but instead, there were two guards blocking the entrance to the building. 
 
    “We have a meeting with Frankie,” Sergei said, irritation giving his words a bite. 
 
    The two guards stared straight ahead, their arms extended and turning in slow, wide circles as they generated a small shield in front of the door. 
 
    Vlad gave Niko a look that clearly said ‘see, I was right’ but Niko ignored him and the others. Instead, he stayed silent, unwilling to play the games the witches obviously wanted to engage in. 
 
    The sun was on the verge of setting, only the slightest of rays reaching the division but the heat remained, and the vampires shifted restlessly as seconds turned to minutes. 
 
    “This is an insult,” Vlad spat, and beside him, Yegor nodded. “They show no respect. How can we trust them?” 
 
    Niko shook his head. Yegor and Vlad were relics from the old Russia. They still lived for a time when the government ruled with a bloody hand, forcing the people into line and slaughtering those who refused to subject themselves to tyranny. The destruction of the president’s corrupt government was one of the few positive effects of the Rift. 
 
    A shrill whistle tore through the quiet night and the two witches maintaining the barrier gave one last wave of their arms, before letting them drop to their sides, the glowing shield they’d been maintaining collapsing around them. 
 
    The heavy wooden door opened, revealing a vaguely familiar witch with short platinum hair and dark kohl-ringed eyes creating an emo look that people once associated with vampires rather than witches. Niko tried to place the woman, which considering her distinct look should have been easy, but he’d had few occasions to interact with witches over the years that he drew a blank on her name. 
 
    “The Grand Mistress will see you now.” Her lip curled up in disgust as she glared down at him, then swept her gaze over his brother and security force. “The others will wait here.” 
 
    “I would be an idiot to enter the Coven alone,” Niko said, lifting his chin a hair. 
 
    Her eyes turned even icier. “You may bring one other.” 
 
    She spun around and stormed down the hall. Niko snapped his fingers at Sergei. “With me. Tash, Yegor, stay with the vehicles. Vlad, Alex, Svetlana, take a walk.” 
 
    Being split up had been part of their discussion. Frankie had granted the full team access the last time and considering the near brawl that had occurred when Anya fell through the roof, restricting them now made sense. Not that Niko liked it, but it was a circumstance they could work around. Tash and Yegor would ensure the vehicles remained untouched and ready for a quick exit. The others would walk the perimeter of the grounds, keeping any Coven guards distracted, or as Vlad claimed, stirring up shit. 
 
    The witch led Niko and Sergei up to the third floor where Frankie’s office was. But rather than immediately showing them to the Coven Mistress, they were taken to an open sitting area. The witch flicked her hand toward the chairs. 
 
    “Wait here,” she ordered before getting back on the elevator, leaving them alone. 
 
    As the minutes ticked by, Niko paced the room, a sense of foreboding gathering in the pit of his stomach. “This feels off.” 
 
    “No shit. We’re in the middle of the Coven headquarters, when would this ever feel right?” Sergei sank onto one of the chairs and rested an ankle on his knee. 
 
    “You know what I fucking mean. We expected them to separate us, but not to leave us alone.” 
 
    “You think they’re planning something?” 
 
    “When aren’t witches scheming?” 
 
    Sergei snorted and gave a slight nod. “True. So, what do you want to do?” 
 
    Niko tipped his head from one side to the other, producing a satisfying crack as he relieved some of the tension building in him. “Wait. For now.” 
 
    His long legs ate up the distance as he strode to the opposite end of the room. He reached the wall, and his movements stirred up the air, lifting the subtlest scent to his nose. He froze, cocking his head to the side. Eyes shut, he drew in a slow, deep breath. Familiar scents assaulted him, and his eyes flew open as he spun around to Sergei. 
 
    “Do you smell that?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” Sergei said as he rose and joined Niko near the wall. Mimicking Niko’s actions, he took in a breath, then opened his eyes and shrugged. “Human. Considering the witches use their auras, it’s not exactly a surprise that Frankie would have a few stashed around here.” 
 
    “Not just human. Vampire.” 
 
    “I think you’re getting paranoid,” Sergei said and returned to the couch. 
 
    Niko’s eyes narrowed on his brother. How did Sergei not smell the presence of another vampire? And even if he didn’t smell it, the fact that Niko did should have had him feeling the same as his brother. How was Sergei so calm about this? 
 
    “This meeting is what you wanted,” Sergei reminded him. “You trusted Frankie and the Coven, risked our lives and the fate of vampires on the chance that they would help us. Now you’re freaking out because you think you smell a vampire?” 
 
    “You’re right. I did gamble our lives, and maybe I was wrong about that.” 
 
    “Fuck that.” Sergei scowled. “I argued against this meeting because we don’t need the Coven’s help. We sure as fuck don’t need to be owing Frankie any favors. And as little as I trust the witches, there’s no way they’d be stupid enough to try anything. If they killed one of us, they’d have a horde of vampires storming their pathetic barrier.” 
 
    Sergei’s confidence should have reassured Niko, but if anything, it only increased his unease. 
 
    “Maybe. Wait here.” Niko strode toward the hallway at the far end of the room. 
 
    “Wait—?” Sergei hissed behind him. “Niko, where the fuck are you going?” 
 
    “To find the vampire they’ve got stashed around here.” Niko didn’t give his brother another chance to argue. He turned the corner and went straight for the door to Frankie’s office halfway down the hall. 
 
    The scent of vampire grew stronger, but the closer he got, the less he focused on it. There was another smell that suddenly overwhelmed his senses. 
 
    Anya. 
 
    He’d expected it. He’d known she was there, but part of him had hoped he was wrong. Disappointment slowed his steps and just as he reached the door to the office, he caught the sound of Frankie’s voice from a little further down the hall, in the same direction Anya’s scent was coming from. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 27 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    The two women stared at each other, a long silent moment that slowed to an eternity. Anya’s grand plan to somehow blackmail Frankie into helping her crumbled around her. How the hell was she going to blackmail Frankie when the witch could use just a bit of magic and take complete control of her body, and potentially her mind? Shit. Frankie could kill her right then and make everyone forget she ever existed. 
 
    Frankie lowered her arms and the bands of light holding Anya faded. Sinking to her knees, Anya struggled to regain control of herself. Finally, with legs still a touch unsteady, she stood and faced the witch, careful to keep Anastasia between them. Though what good the comatose vamp would be was in serious question. 
 
    “I thought I made it clear the last time I found you snooping around that you were no longer welcome inside the Coven,” Frankie said, her eyes narrowing. “Do you have a death wish?” 
 
    “Considering I’ve been the lone human living in the vampire nest for the last two months that would be a reasonable assumption,” Anya said. Normally, she would have pressed on with her sarcastic responses, but from the deepening scowl Frankie wore, she suspected it would only make getting Frankie’s help all that much harder. “But I don’t. I’m here because you’re my only hope to avoid death.” 
 
    “What makes you think I could help you, or that I even would?” 
 
    Anya gave a sad half-smile. “I wasn’t exactly snooping around for fun.” 
 
    “So, blackmail then? What is it you want?” Frankie demanded. 
 
    “I want a life without fear of being hunted by witches and vampires. I want you to permanently alter my blood to mimic witch blood.” 
 
    Frankie’s explosive cackle echoed around the room. “You foolish girl. You’ve come here—risked your life—for a fairytale. There is no such spell.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” Anya said, but doubt made her words waffle. 
 
    “You think we haven’t tried?” Frankie asked. “Time and again, humans like you come to us, begging for a spell to protect them, offering us everything they possessed.” 
 
    “Maybe they should have been offering something other than things.” 
 
    “And what is it you think you have to offer?” 
 
    Anya flicked her hand, gesturing toward Anastasia’s body. “What would the vampires do if they knew you had one of their own imprisoned here? Even one they despise as much as Anastasia. What would they do if they knew you couldn’t do anything to stop their attacks?” 
 
    “You show such passion for a species that would suck you dry if not for Niko’s claim.” 
 
    “Which is why I have no desire to be turned. Nor do I want to spend my days having my aura drained so you and your kin can play little magical games.” 
 
    “You humans see everything in black and white, good and evil. There are few who can be classified as entirely one or the other. Take Anastasia here.” Frankie reached out to stroke Anastasia’s pale blond hair. “She epitomized evil, not just to the humans and witches, but the vampires also. Slaughtering children for fun, willing to do anything she wanted simply because there was nothing stopping her. She was reviled by her own people. Yet, she sacrificed herself for someone she loved.” 
 
    “Niko?” 
 
    Frankie snorted. “Humans are so easy to read. No, your precious mate meant nothing to her, apart from the joy she derived from exerting her power over him.” 
 
    “Who else would she have done this for?” 
 
    “Her child.” 
 
    Shock rendered Anya speechless. Anastasia had a child? Had Niko known? Was he the father? It shouldn’t have mattered. Niko was no longer part of her life, but the thought that he might have kept something like that from her stung far more than it should have. 
 
    “Shortly before she disappeared, Anastasia discovered she was with child. Thanks to the Rift, it wasn’t impossible, but vampire births were—are—exceedingly rare. What made her pregnancy rarer was that the father of the child was a witch.” 
 
    “There has never been a hybrid before.” Anya watched Frankie as the witch made her way around the foot of the bed, closing the distance between them. 
 
    “There’s that black and white perspective again. Just because you’ve never heard of one does not mean they don’t exist.” Frankie trailed her fingers down Anastasia’s arm. “When the Rift first occurred, the Coven needed to take immediate action. We knew there were other divisions around the world being established, but within days we had no way of communicating with them, no way to set up a plan for protecting ourselves. We had to act quickly, and the strongest magic we could conjure required the combined aural energies of humans, witches, and vampires. With humans, auras are nearly interchangeable in terms of magical potential. For the witch aura, I sacrificed some of my own as Grand Coven Mistress. As for the vampires, the closer to the source the better. Anastasia was the only Berkano in the division to survive the Rift, and as one of the original vampires she was our volunteer.” 
 
    “Volunteer doesn’t sound like the Anastasia I’ve heard about.” 
 
    “No, which is why eventually her cooperation became an issue. She demanded more each time she came to us, and we no longer had the means to give in to her demands.” 
 
    “So, Anastasia turned herself into your lab rat so what? You wouldn’t kill her child?” 
 
    “No. So Sergei wouldn’t.” 
 
    Even as shock coursed through her, memories of conversations with Sergei echoed through her. Not just his words, but the way he reacted to Niko wanting an accord with the witches, the way his expression always shut down when Anastasia’s name was mentioned, and his certainty that the witches wouldn’t strike against them. 
 
    That Sergei would willingly hand Anastasia over to the witches was unsurprising. The vamp had been, still was, a horrible person. If sacrificing her meant saving the rest of his kin, it would have been an easy choice. But threatening the life of a child? That was something Anastasia would do. 
 
    “Sergei wouldn’t do that,” Anya said, though she had her doubts. 
 
    “It’s amazing what desperation can force a person to do.” Frankie tipped her head to the side, giving Anya and assessing look. “Which brings us back to you. You have your blackmail information, but I can’t grant you what you want. No spell can turn your blood to witch.” 
 
    “There has to be a way.” 
 
    “A fool’s wish. There is no way. Accept Niko’s mating, let him turn you, and your dream of no fear will be yours.” 
 
    “No. I...I can’t.” The refusal was so familiar, yet the conviction she’d once felt was gone. 
 
    “Then if you refuse to enter the gulag, let me end your suffering before it ever happens.” 
 
    Death. 
 
    Dying didn’t scare Anya. That wasn’t why she wanted to have witch blood. It was living a life of fear that trapped her within its cage. Bars of her own making as she cowered from a future where her aura was slowly drained by the witches and fought against the growing threat of a violent, agonizing death by vampire. 
 
    A quick and pain-free death at the hands of Frankie should have sounded like a gift. So why was her chest tight and her throat dry at the idea? 
 
    Death or the gulag. A life as a human or vampire. 
 
    Never had she felt she had the choice to determine her life path. For so long, fear dictated her life. The rundown hovel she called home was hers because in a world filling with vampires it was one of the few buildings completely warded against them. Her isolation from other humans allowed her to avoid the pain she’d feel when they inevitably died. 
 
    She had always said death would have been preferable to turning or surrendering to the gulag. Yet, faced with the chance to take her final ending, she couldn’t imagine accepting Frankie’s offer. 
 
    Where did that leave her? She had seen what life with Niko would be like. No fear, a community, a chance to one day have... everything. Spending her days wrapped in Niko’s arms, filling her body with an ecstasy she’d never before experienced, and waking up to find him cuddled against her, sheltering her from anything or anyone who might dare to harm her. 
 
    Her heart ached as she realized she had tossed that away on a dream that didn’t exist, a dream she no longer wanted even if it were possible. 
 
    Yet, being with Niko meant becoming a vampire, and despite everything she felt for him, she wasn’t sure that was the path she could accept. 
 
    Becoming a vampire didn’t guarantee eternal life. It didn’t guarantee mercy upon death. If the artificial blood supply didn’t work, she could one day find herself a feral, scouring the division for the terrified humans who remained. 
 
    “The choice is yours of course,” Frankie said as she stepped away from the bed where Anastasia lay, positioning herself between Anya and the door. “For the moment.” 
 
    Anya’s back stiffened, not liking the implication in the witch’s words. 
 
    “You’re right, it is my choice.” 
 
    Anya moved toward Frankie confidently. Frankie could have already killed her if she wanted to. Or if she could. Niko’s mating claim was still in effect and killing her would break the oath taken long before the Rift. 
 
    The door behind Frankie creaked. Anya looked over Frankie’s shoulder to see who had joined them and froze. 
 
    “Care to explain what the fuck is going on?” Niko’s voice thundered through the room. 
 
    Frankie waved her hand as she turned to face him, and the curtain encircling Anastasia’s bed closed with a fierce whoosh that sent the loose tendrils around Anya’s face fluttering. 
 
    Niko’s eyes narrowed at the less than subtle action, but Anya suspected Frankie could have cared less about his suspicions. 
 
    “Anya? What are you doing here?” Niko’s gaze focused on her. 
 
    In his eyes, she could see the hurt she’d caused by coming here. But it wasn’t just her presence at the Coven that hurt, it was that as far as he knew she’d left him without hesitation at the first opportunity with not a word of good-bye. Hurt that she had so easily thrown away what had been building between them. 
 
    Only it hadn’t been easy. Every step she’d taken had ripped at her soul. But did it matter? In those moments after Frankie’s offer, she’d been so focused on deciding if she wanted to be a vampire, she hadn’t considered whether Niko would want her back. 
 
    “I should think it’s obvious,” Frankie said, her gloating grating on Anya’s nerves. “Anya has come to me for protection.” 
 
    “She’s my mate. She has no need for your spells.” 
 
    “A spell is not what I offer. And if she were truly your mate, then why is she here?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 28 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Frankie’s voice held a faintly ominous and self-satisfied tone that twisted Niko’s stomach. He looked to Anya, taking in her startled expression. Clearly, she hadn’t expected Frankie to make that announcement, so what the hell was going on? 
 
    “What exactly are you offering?” he asked Frankie. 
 
    “I think that will stay between Anya and me.” Her lips twitched smugly, and she tossed her wiry white hair over her shoulder. 
 
    “Anya?” he asked mate, a combination of anger and loss giving an edge to his words. 
 
    With her dark hair pulled into a side braid, long wavy tendrils teasing her cheeks, she looked so innocent, but her very presence in the Coven Headquarters was proof of how deceptive that appearance was. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised she was there. She had always been honest and told him she intended to leave. She’d all but said goodbye to him back at the nest. But to see her standing there on the other side of his enemy, he was hurt. Pain beyond anything he’d imagined pierced him and left him breathless. 
 
    Anya’s eyes flickered between him and Frankie as if attempting to decide which of them was the lesser of two evils. To a human, it probably was a reasonable debate since both groups presented potential death. But it stung none the less. For weeks he’d been watching every word he said, every move he made, ensuring she felt protected and cared for. He wasn’t fool enough to believe she loved him, but he thought that even if he didn’t have her heart, he had her trust. Apparently, he didn’t. 
 
    As the silence stretched between them, he pushed back at the hurt and reached toward the anger brewing inside him. She’d lied to him. Snuck away like a thief. Thrown away their mating bond. For what? A spell Frankie wouldn’t be able to perform? A witch’s meaningless promise of protection? 
 
    “Anya, what’s the offer?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what she’s offering,” Anya said, her gaze dropping to the floor. 
 
    “The fuck it doesn’t,” he snapped. “You accepted the mating claim. I’ve given you everything I possibly could. Then I find you here, begging Frankie for help? I’ve told you there is no spell to change your blood. There’s no protection Frankie can promise that the mating claim doesn’t already do.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied, defeat softening her voice. 
 
    “I guess that’s the real problem. You don’t want to claim a vampire as a mate.” 
 
    Her eyes flew up, and she shook her head, but there no verbal denial and it ripped his heart out. 
 
    When she finally spoke, it was too late. He knew how she felt. 
 
    “This isn’t about the mating claim,” she said, taking a tentative step toward him. Her green eyes glistened, and in their depths, he saw her internal struggle to follow the plans she’d been working on for years. 
 
    Frankie stepped between them, blocking his view of Anya. “Anya, think hard about what you decide. I won’t make this offer twice.” 
 
    “I’m not interested,” Anya responded. The gentle tremble her words carried when she’d spoken to him was gone, replaced by determination. 
 
    “You say that now, but when you’re cowering in the dark hiding from a pack of rabid vampires wanting to tear you apart, you’ll be praying you could come back to this moment and take the mercy I’ve offered.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I’ve realized there’s more to life than just surviving.” 
 
    Anya reached behind her and yanked the curtain to the side. The two women blocked his view of whatever the curtain hid, but the movement of air pushed a familiar scent through the air to him. It was a scent he thought he’d never experience again. 
 
    Disbelief sent him surging forward. He shoved Frankie out of the way and moved to the foot of the bed. When he saw the limp body lying there, his legs locked up freezing him in place. 
 
    “Anastasia? What...?” He stared down at the woman he once thought would share his life, but who instead forced him into an eternity of endless bloodthirst. 
 
    A swirl of emotions had him reeling. His rage toward Anastasia was as strong as it had been the day she slaughtered his family, yet she was obviously injured and the blood connection she had established with him when she turned him created an unsettling desire to protect her. 
 
    “What the hell did you do to her?” he demanded, spinning to glare at Frankie. 
 
    “We did what we had to do,” she said defensively. “She was threatening the very existence of the division.” 
 
    “How the fuck was she doing that?” 
 
    Frankie snorted, defiantly crossing her arms. “You know exact she was capable of. The rivers of blood she could leave in her wake. At the rate she was turning humans into vamps, the aural supply was at serious risk.” 
 
    Niko might have bought her explanation, but the hollow ring to it convinced him it was just more of her lies. 
 
    “Tell him, Frankie, or I will.” Anya mimicked the Grand Coven Mistress’s stance. 
 
    “I don’t think you will,” Frankie replied, one of her eyes twitching. She lifted an arm, a glowing purple sphere of magic forming in the palm of her hand. 
 
    Niko reached out and snared her wrist in a vise-like grip. The physical connection disrupted the spell, and purple sparks drifted to the ground harmlessly. 
 
    “No magic,” he snarled. 
 
    “She can’t hurt you,” Anya said, moving closer to him. 
 
    His lips twitched despite the anger continuing to flow through him. “I appreciate the confidence in my strength.” 
 
    “No, she can’t hurt you. She took a blood oath as the Grand Coven Mistress that no witch would harm a vampire.” 
 
    Shock loosened his hold on Frankie, giving her the opportunity to yank free. He glanced at Anya, taking in the honesty of her expression then turned to glared at Frankie, his body tensing as he prepared to jump her if she made any move to cast a spell. 
 
    “Why would you take a blood oath?” 
 
    She looked as if she were about to refuse to answer, then she sighed and gave a resigned shake of her head while somehow managing to hold onto the prideful sneer she wore. 
 
    “As the head of your nest, you know there are times when you must make sacrifices to ensure your people survive. I did what I had to do.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly an answer, but a slight twitch of Anastasia’s foot drew his attention back to her. That protective instinct nudged at him, wanting him to unhook the machines, and drag his maker out of there. He shoved that feeling down. How many times had he wanted to kill Anastasia? How many times he had he tried and failed? 
 
    “You’re draining her aura. Why? What need would you have for vampire aura?” he asked, focusing his glacial gaze on Frankie. 
 
    She glanced at Anya before letting out a heavy sigh as if realizing Anya would tell him if she didn’t. 
 
    “The barrier is constructed of auras from the strongest beings of each race. In humans, that strength is indiscernible between them. The Grand Coven Mistress, me, provides the witch aura. Other Grand Coven witches can provide a substitute, though not to the same effectiveness.” 
 
    “Let me guess, Anastasia is the strongest of the vampires,” he said. 
 
    “She is the last full blood Berkano in the division, and that closeness to the original Blood Curse placed on their family is vital to maintaining the barrier,” Frankie explained. “Without her aura, the barrier is at risk. Unfortunately, she wasn’t the most reliable or willing contributor.” 
 
    “How did you get her here?” 
 
    “She volunteered.” 
 
    Niko’s lips curled into a sneer. “We’ve known each other for nearly a century, and while we’ve never been friends, I’ve always believed I’d have your brutal honesty. Anastasia was the last vampire who would ever volunteer for something like this, even if it meant the end of the Division. So, how did you get her here?” 
 
    “A mutual friend offered her some incentive,” she said evasively. 
 
    “A mutual friend? Who?” 
 
    “Sergei.” 
 
    Sergei. How? For a fleeting moment, the question why hesitated on the tip of his tongue before vanishing. He knew why. 
 
    After everything Anastasia had done to them, to the hundreds of other vampires and humans whose lives she’d destroyed, the answer to why was obvious. 
 
    But how? The deception it would’ve taken for Sergei to get her here without anyone else knowing, would have made it impossible. And why hadn’t his brother come to him? 
 
    But that wasn’t for Frankie to answer. 
 
    “So, Sergei brought her to you and what? You took an oath not to harm vampires in exchange?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “As simple as that? A straight exchange—Anastasia for a blood oath?” 
 
    “There may have been a few more details, but yes, a simple exchange.” 
 
    “Niko?” Sergei’s voice hissed from down the hall. 
 
    Frankie’s paled, and Niko wondered if keeping this from him had been part of the deal she’d made with Sergei. It didn’t matter now. Niko wanted answers. 
 
    The three of them waited in silence until Sergei appeared in the doorway. His startled expression finding them all together quickly crumbled into one of defeat and regret. 
 
    “Niko, I can explain.” 
 
    “This isn’t the time to discuss this,” Anya said, moving to Niko’s side. 
 
     “I think it’s past fucking time,” he snarled, his glare focused on his brother. “I think I should have known about my brother’s deal with the devil before it ever happened.” 
 
    “I hardly think I qualify for that title,” Frankie interjected. Her lips smacked closed when Anya threw her a harsh glare. 
 
    “I’m not disagreeing with you,” Anya said. 
 
    She reached out to touch his arm, but Niko shrugged her touch away. He resented how even after her betrayal she could still calm him with her presence. 
 
    “Sergei owes you an explanation, but the middle of the Coven isn’t the place,” she said, her hand dropping back to her side. 
 
    “The human is correct,” Frankie said. “It is time for all of you to leave.” 
 
    Leave? Niko’s lips curled. Not without what he’d come for. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 29 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    Anya watched Frankie stride past them and out of the room, leaving the three of them to follow her. She sensed the fury vibrating through Niko’s every move. He stopped abruptly in the doorway, and she ran into his back, catching her balance by grabbing his arms. If anything, the tension in his body intensified at her touch, and she pulled back before he could brush her off again. 
 
    Sergei moved around them keeping a few feet of distance. Anya stepped between the brothers, hoping to keep them from escalating their argument into something physical. Niko looked less than impressed with her presence between them while Sergei’s shoulders relaxed the slightest bit at the barrier she created. 
 
    “As pleasant as this was, it is over,” Frankie announced as they reached the throne room. She glided to her throne and sat with a flourish of her cape, her hands curling over the ends of the arm rests. 
 
    “You’re delusional if you think I’m leaving without what I came for,” Nico said standing before the witch. 
 
    “And what is it you thought I’d be giving you, Niko?” Her head tipped to the side as a smug grin stretched across her face. “Sanctuary? Perhaps a chance to beg the Coven for mercy on you and your kind as you turn feral?” 
 
    A shiver ran through Anya as she witnessed the slice of evil that festered inside Frankie make its way to the surface. Not that she’d ever been under the illusion that Frankie had a heart of gold, but Anya had hoped that somewhere inside the witch was a remnant of humanity. 
 
    “Niko. Let’s just go,” Sergei begged, shifting closer to the elevator. 
 
    Niko shook his head, a disappointed look in his eyes as he glanced at his brother. 
 
    “I refuse to waste any more time, time my people do not have.” He looked to Frankie. “I want a blood oath that the Coven will do everything within their power to help my team create an artificial blood supply.” 
 
    “Your demands mean nothing within these walls, Niko. I see no reason for the Coven to agree to such an oath. You have nothing to offer in exchange. The oath I took when Anastasia crossed into our keep ensures the witches will not hurt you, but we have no reason to help you.” 
 
    Anya bristled at Frankie’s glib rejection. Yet, there was an undercurrent to Frankie’s tone that suggested she was not as confident as she wanted to sound. 
 
    “No reason? What about my silence?” Niko asked. 
 
    “About Anastasia? You and Sergei are hardly the only vampires to hold a grudge with her. I know of the many attempts on her life. Releasing her, giving her life again would only bring back her reign of terror and despotism. That is not a fate many vampires want.” 
 
    “You underestimate the allegiance vampires hold to one another. You have lied to the vampires, abducted one of their own, and used her against her will. When you act upon one vampire you act upon us all,” Niko said, his smug smile matching hers. “When I offer my silence in exchange, I offer the only path to avoiding a massacre of the witches.” 
 
    Frankie scowled, her frustration and anger nearly tangible and completely expected. “A blood oath like that would leave the witches at the mercy of the vampires.” 
 
    Niko’s demand made sense. If Gurkovsky’s formulas worked with Estelle’s spell, having an agreement with the Coven would allow access to even stronger magic which would speed up production on a blood substitute. 
 
    From a witch’s perspective though, it would only tie their hands even more. It was one thing to not be able to intentionally take out the vampires, but an oath to help them would in essence make them subservient to the vampires. 
 
    It was a deal Anya couldn’t see Frankie willing to accept. Yet, what choice did Frankie have? If the vampires stormed the Coven, the witches would be slaughtered, with only a handful of Coven leaders left alive to maintain the barrier. 
 
    “While your silence may be an acceptable trade for some in the Coven, it is not enough for them all,” Frankie said. “I have already barred my people from killing any vampires, I need more than silence in exchange for an agreement that we will help you.” 
 
    There was a long pause as the Coven leader and the Head of the nest stared each other down. Finally, Frankie rose from her throne and glided over to a wide cabinet along the wall facing the elevator. She slid open the top drawer and pulled out a shallow dish of burnished silver. When she approached Niko, Anya looked inside the bowl to see a short obsidian blade resting inside. 
 
    “One blood oath for another,” Frankie said. 
 
    Anya glanced up at Niko. There was a noticeable tick along his clenched jaw. 
 
    “And what is it you want from me?” he asked. 
 
    “An oath that will bind the vampires as tightly as we are to be bound.” 
 
    Anya could see the struggle within Niko. Such an oath wasn’t something he would be able to keep from his nest, and for many vampires it wouldn’t be a promise they would gladly accept. But what other choice was there? 
 
    “Niko, this isn’t the way,” Sergei protested, stepping forward to grip his brother’s arm. “I turned Anastasia over to the Coven to gain an advantage, not so we could lay down and be their dogs. If you do this, there’s nothing to stop them from simply turning the humans against us.” 
 
    The idea that humans would jump on the opportunity to help the witches was ridiculous. If anything, with an alternative blood supply the vampires would no longer pose a threat, and humans would be able to focus on protecting themselves against the witches. 
 
    “This is what you came here for,” Anya said to Niko. He stiffened at her words, still refusing to look at her. “You’ll leave with the Coven’s oath. Without that, there’s no guarantee the vampires will survive.” 
 
    “And let you lead the resistance against the vampires?” Sergei sneered at her. Anya took a step back at the vehemence in his words. 
 
    “You know I wouldn’t do that,” she protested. 
 
    “No? Because you’re Niko’s mate? You’re in love with a vampire? That didn’t stop you from coming to the Coven for help. It didn’t convince you we’re not the only monsters wandering the division.” 
 
    “My being here has nothing to do with this.” 
 
    Arguing with Sergei was a waste of time. While she’d once thought he might be a potential ally, she could see where his priorities were. 
 
    She turned back to her mate and realized he was her priority. Niko and the nest were what mattered. An accord with the Coven was the only protection for the vampires, and it was what Niko had been working for. 
 
    “I have known you too long to not ask for specifics. What exactly is it you want?” he asked Frankie. 
 
    “As long as witches are bound to the blood oaths so to shall the vampires. The death of a witch by vampire will exact upon its killer the potroshit’,” Frankie declared, and Anya struggled not to gag at the mention of disembowelment. “In return, we will provide assistance in creating your artificial blood.” 
 
    “Niko-” Sergei’s objection was cut off with the sharp movement of Niko’s hand slicing through the air. 
 
    “I accept,” Niko said, and ignored the hissed cusses from Sergei. “With one stipulation. Anya is to be protected under the oath as well.” 
 
    Anya’s eyes widened, a flood of confusion overtaking her. Protection had been what she wanted, and she should be elated. But why have her explicitly named when she was already protected by the mating claim? 
 
    “Then she will be bound to the oath as well,” Frankie said, with a short nod. 
 
    Anya bit her tongue to keep from rejecting her involvement. The need to reject anything tying her to the witches was strong, but reality was harsh and Frankie’s threat to leave her defenseless was fresh on her mind. She’d be a fool to let pride or even resentment get in the way of survival for herself or Niko. 
 
    Frankie motioned them to the middle of the room, and they gathered around the dish while Sergei stood with arms crossed near the elevator. A wave of Frankie’s hand above the bowl ignited a glowing orange flame that settled into a circle ring at the base of the dish. 
 
    She began a low chant that Anya didn’t understand. The Russian language was old and had gone through many changes over the centuries, especially since the Rift. While she understood parts of what Niko said when he spoke to some of the older vampires, she couldn’t process Frankie’s words as an ancient rhythmic flow took over the chant. 
 
    Frankie grabbed Anya’s wrist and yanked it over the bowl, slicing her palm with the blade. The flame shot up, piercing the cut on her palm, and released three drops of blood that sizzled as they hit the hot metal. Frankie released her and reached for Niko, but he’d anticipated her move and grabbed the witch’s hand. 
 
    It was a tense moment that convinced Anya she’d just been bound by an oath the other two had no intention of making. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 30 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Niko glared at Frankie as his grip on her hand tightened. He was well acquainted with her style of deception. The entire evening felt like an elaborate set up, but he knew there’d been no way for the witch to anticipate Anya showing up yet again. While Frankie was a brilliant witch, cunning and diabolical, she was a planner. Anya’s appearance, and his discovery of Anastasia would have shredded her plans and left her floundering. That was the only reason he’d agreed to take the blood oath. 
 
    Sergei was beyond furious that he’d accepted Frankie’s terms, but the oath would bind the Coven in ways that would render them more than useless against the nest. 
 
    As he continued to hold their hands above the flames, it wasn’t doubt that had Niko hesitating. He wanted Frankie to realize how trapped she was. He’d gone to the Coven ready to barter nearly anything to secure an accord. Discovering Sergei’s deception had given him the control Frankie thought she’d have. 
 
    His gaze flickered to Anya, and he could almost see her anxiety rising as the seconds ticked by. A more spiteful man might have let her linger in that state of panic, believing he and Frankie had no intention of fulfilling their oaths, but despite the anger he felt at her betrayal he couldn’t stand to see her suffer. 
 
    He yanked Frankie’s hand down, waiting. Finally, she drew the blade across the back of the hands and the flame surged upwards, piercing their joined hands. When the blood from them both landed in the bowl, he released her. Frankie stepped back, a deep scowl lining her face. 
 
    “Finish it,” he ordered, know that until she recited the final binding chant and closed the impromptu ceremony, none of the oaths were considered sacred nor would they be secured by forces outside his realm of understanding. 
 
    Frankie’s eyes narrowed, but she began to chant and the brilliant flames rose in a swirling spiral then burst into a dark sprinkle of fluttering ash. 
 
    “It is done,” Frankie announced. 
 
    Anya’s eyes flickered over to him, but he concentrated on Frankie, letting her feel the weight of his gaze. The compulsion to free Anastasia held him in place, but he refused to give in to it. Instead, he allowed that lingering bond as little as he could while still protecting the nest from the dangers Anastasia posed to them. 
 
    “Anastasia falls under the blood oath as well,” he pointed out. “It would be in the best interests of all if the Coven ensured she was kept comfortable.” 
 
    “It is time for you to leave,” the witch ordered, waving a hand dismissively. 
 
    “You will meet with Dr. Gurkovsky tomorrow,” Niko said, then strode to the elevator, not waiting for her response. 
 
    Anya and Sergei rushed forward, joining him in the elevator. The doors slid shut, enclosing him with Sergei’s rage. 
 
    “This was a mistake,” Sergei snapped. “You’ve given the witches what they wanted. We have no way of defending ourselves now.” 
 
    “I may have given the Coven what they wanted, but I got us what we needed. Without the Coven’s help, we would be feral by the next winter season.” Why was his brother so unable to see that? 
 
    “Gurkovsky-” 
 
    “Gurkovsky needs stronger magic than even Estelle is able to provide,” Niko said, cutting Sergei off. 
 
    “It worked then?” Anya asked, her eyes growing wide. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Niko answered. “There is hope, but creating enough of any alternative blood supply for the entire nest and the ferals outside the city will require magic that Estelle can’t produce alone.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Sergei argued. “Not yet, she might have-” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    Niko turned on his brother, his fangs extending as he pulled himself to his full height, reminding the younger man of his full power. It wasn’t a move he used often, especially with Sergei, but his brother had gone too far for him to simply let his complaints continue. 
 
    “I am head of the nest. As your brother, I may be willing to overlook your deception when you handed over Anastasia. But if you continue to question my decisions, I will take it as a challenge for leadership and that, brother, is to the death.” 
 
    Sergei’s mouth snapped shut, and Niko moved to stand in front of the doors. He felt Anya’s jittery tension as if her entire body were debating whether to attempt speaking to him. She wisely stayed silent. 
 
    When they reached the ground floor, he led them to the front doors, ignoring the suspicious eyes of the Coven guards. Ignoring the reaction of his security force team when they caught sight of Anya wasn’t so easy. 
 
    Tash bent her knees and prepared to spring, her fangs sliding over her lower lip. Behind her, the others tensed. Anya froze beside him, seeming to realize the danger she was in. There was no hiding her betrayal or her rejection of the mating claim. 
 
    Niko lifted his hand and motioned for them to back down. Tash straightened but didn’t look as if she were completely prepared to accept his decision to leave Anya unharmed. 
 
    “Get in the car,” he told Anya, then turned to Sergei. “We’ll speak later.” 
 
    Anya scurried around the incredulous security team and into the front seat of the waiting car. 
 
    “You would bring her back to the nest?” Tash spit out. “She ran to the witches for protection, yet you still keep her?” 
 
    “A blood oath has been taken,” he said. 
 
    “Frankie agreed to help?” Vlad asked, surprise evident in his words. 
 
    “She has.” Niko motioned to the vehicle where his brother stood waiting. “I will meet you at the nest. It is best if all hear the conditions of the oath at the same time.” 
 
    “And your mate?” Tash pressed. “Will it be best that she be there as well?” 
 
    Niko glared at the woman. Once they’d been friends, more than friends, and from her words he might have suspected jealousy or resentment of Anya’s place in his life. But he knew Tash better than that. Her concern was ensuring the safety of the vampires, and even he recognized the threat Anya’s defection to the Coven brought upon them. 
 
    “My mate will be where she needs to be.” 
 
    Not giving the head of the force an opportunity to question his judgment further, he walked around to the driver’s side of the vehicle and got in. 
 
    He started the car, and then paused, his hands gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. From the corner of his eye, he saw Anya huddle in the seat. The fear in her actions was disturbing. As if he were capable of hurting her. She was his mate, he had claimed her and given her a status within the nest that was rivaled only by his. He had sworn to protect her, risked the future of every vampire to do so. He had given her his soul. And yet, she believed he would touch her in anger. 
 
    Ahead of them, Tash pulled away from the curb and he followed her along the curved road leading out of the Coven grounds. Once through the barrier, he stopped the car and watched as Tash turned the vehicle to the left and then the taillights disappeared around a building. 
 
    He desperately wanted to look at Anya, to drink in the sight of her for a few more minutes before he had to face the consequences of her decisions. But he steeled himself and drove forward. It was time. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 31 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    The ride back to the nest brought back memories of the one they took the day they met. Both rides had been tense and fear ran through Anya as it had then but for an entirely different reason. She no longer worried that Niko would kill her. Instead, she feared that she may have damaged the fragile bond that had been growing between them so severely that she wasn’t sure it could ever fully be repaired. 
 
    She knew going to the Coven had been a mistake. She had known long before Niko and Sergei had shown up. Despite years of believing vampires were the enemy, she’d recognized her error the moment she’d first stepped out of the nest. Facing off with Frankie, seeing the harsh reality of her betrayal shining in Niko’s eyes, hearing him put her safety on the same level as those of his people had only shown her just how wrong she’d been to run away. 
 
    Hatred of the vampires had served her well after her family’s death. Yet, Niko had shown her that vampires where much the same as humans and witches. There was good and evil everywhere, and it was up to her to decide if fear was going to rule her for the rest of her days. 
 
    “Niko…” Anya began hesitantly, but everything she wanted to say froze on her lips at the glacial look his blue eyes shot her. 
 
    Minutes passed in silence, Niko driving while she stared sightlessly out the window until finally the car pulled to a stop. Anya reached for the handle but stopped when she noticed that Niko made no move to get out. His tortuously slow, even breaths filled the quiet between them. Anya frowned at him, wondering what he was waiting for. 
 
    “I should never have claimed you.” His deep voice rumbled through her. 
 
    Anya’s stomach twisted into a knot at the emotionless tone of his voice. 
 
    “You saved my life.” Weeks, days, even hours ago that would have been a hard admission. 
 
    “I could have simply placed you under my protection.” 
 
    “But you didn’t.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And now you regret it?” she asked, wishing he would look at her instead of staring out the darkened window. Her heart raced with anxiety. Was the damage of her actions worse than she’d thought? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    That one simple word sliced through her, and she gasped at the pain. How many times had she said to him, to Yoni and Sergei—to herself— that accepting his claim had been a mistake, that it hadn’t been permanent? But hearing him say it… how wrong she’d been. 
 
    “The blood oath is done,” he said. “You have the protection of both the Coven and the nest.” 
 
    “I already have that as your mate,” she pointed out even as a sick feeling crept through her. Her hands shook, and she twisted them together in her lap. 
 
    His jaw tightened and finally-finally-looked at her, and she wished he hadn’t because the dark emptiness she found staring back at her sucked every hope from her. 
 
    He reached across her and thrust open her door. It was still dark outside, but it was impossible for her to miss the fact that they were not at the nest. Outside the car was the life she’d left behind. The crumbling apartment building that bore dozens of wards to protect her and the other humans residing there against him and his people. 
 
    That was when she realized just how far things had gone. Somehow, up until that precise moment she’d carried a fantasy around in her heart that there would be some way for them to be together, whether it was her living a human life with witch blood, or back at the nest as his mate. Having him throw her away had never seemed possible. But was it really throwing away when she’d told him so many times that she wanted to go? 
 
    “Why are we here?” She didn’t need an answer she knew why, but she needed to hear him say it. 
 
    “I release my mating claim.” 
 
    A knife through the chest would have hurt less. 
 
    “Niko…” She stared at him, wanting him to see how much she was aching for him to take back his words. As much as she wanted to speak the words, she couldn’t. This was her doing. Her choices had forced his hand. Her choices had led her back to a life she’d never wanted in the first place. 
 
    “While you are safe from any physical threat, it would be best if you do not return to the nest. The others may… Yoni can pick up your things.” 
 
    Anya swallowed around the thick lump in her throat and nodded. He didn’t need to explain. The other vampires wouldn’t understand why the mating claim had been rescinded, and some might be irrational enough to risk violating the oath in order to kill her. 
 
    She slipped from the car and forced herself to let go of the door. As soon as her shaking fingers were clear, he stepped on the gas. The tires spun, spitting up gravel from the deteriorating road, then the car shot forward, the door swinging shut with the forward momentum. 
 
    She’d finally gotten what she wanted. A life with no fear. Except that was all she felt when she thought of the years ahead of her without Niko by her side. Sometime in the last few weeks he had become more important than the desperate hold she had on what she viewed as her humanity. 
 
    In spite of the lingering heat and humidity of the night, a shiver coursed through her and she quickly entered the building. She moved soundlessly up the staircase to the third floor and then stopped in front of the door to her apartment. 
 
    Gazing at the peeling white paint that marred her door, Anya leaned forward until her forehead thumped against the hard wood. There was a faint shuffling sound and then Yoni’s door opened behind her. 
 
    “Anya? What are you doing here?” Yoni asked, concern softening her voice. 
 
    Anya swallowed around the lump that formed in her throat. “This is where I live.” 
 
    The words sounded hollow, as empty as she felt inside. 
 
    “Does Niko know you’re here?” 
 
    Anya nodded, scrapping her head along the rough door. 
 
    “Oh, girl.” Yoni’s hand fell on her shoulder, and the sympathetic gesture sent a new rush of emotion through Anya. “What happened?” 
 
    There was only one way to explain what she’d done. “I fucked up.” 
 
    “It can’t be that bad. Whatever happened, Niko loves you. I could tell. He’s always watching you, reaching out to touch you or bring you closer. It was so romantic.” 
 
    A deep sigh left Anya as she straightened and looked at the only person she had left in the world. She really was back to where she’d started. 
 
    “Even if he loved me, this is a fuck up that can’t be fixed.” She jiggled the doorknob to no avail. Automatically, she reached for her keys in her pocket, but came up empty. “Shit. I have no idea where my keys are.” 
 
    “Here,” Yoni said and nudged her out of the way. She pulled a hairpin from the elaborate braided cornet her hair was twisted into. She straightened it then jammed it into the keyhole and wiggled it around until there was a soft click and the knob turned. 
 
    Stepping into the apartment was like being thrust back into a past she wanted to pretend didn’t exist. It wasn’t her home. There was nothing there for her. Her parents and sister had never lived there, anything that had remotely seemed personal was at the nest. It was a shell. 
 
    Yoni closed the door behind them, and Anya barely suppressed a groan as she forced herself to be polite to her only friend. 
 
    “You want to talk about it?” Yoni asked. 
 
    “No.” Anya flopped onto the threadbare couch, waving a hand through the puff of dust that rose and enveloped her. 
 
    “Okay.” Yoni nodded, and a long pause dragged between them, until Anya guessed she couldn’t hold it in anymore. “Whatever happened, it can’t be that bad.” 
 
    “Trust me, it was bad,” Anya disagreed. 
 
    “Niko loves you. He’ll come for you.” 
 
    Anya snorted, then pursed her lips to keep a sudden quiver at bay. She wasn’t going to cry. She never cried, and she refused to start when everything had been her own fault. “He’s not going to take me back. He’s not going to forgive me.” 
 
    “You’re not listening to me,” Yoni huffed, squatting in front of her. “He loves you.” 
 
    He did. Anya understood that just as readily as she understood that she loved him. But this wasn’t something you could fix with just love. 
 
    “He released his mating claim,” she finally said. 
 
    For a moment, Yoni just knelt there, her mouth gaping like the fish that lined the dry shores of the riverbed each summer season. Then her shoulders sagged, and she shook her head at Anya, too many questions in her eyes. 
 
    “I told you. I fucked up,” Anya said. 
 
    “Girl, what did you do?” 
 
    Lied to Niko. Left him. Ran to his enemy for protection. Thrown away any chance of staying with him. What hadn’t she done to destroy his feelings? 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 32 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    Niko stared out the window of his suite, gazing down on the retreating form of Frankie as she hurried toward the waiting car. In the four weeks since she’d started coming to the nest to assist Gurkovsky, she had yet to relax enough to realize the vampires had little interest in her. 
 
    The weeks since they’d taken the blood oath hadn’t been as smooth as Niko would have liked. There had been two fatalities when feral vampires had attacked a covey of witches. The attack had brought forth a challenge by one of the Coven leaders and Nicco had been forced to round up the ferals along the northern outskirts of the city, bringing them in for either termination or reentry to the nest. 
 
    When given a choice, the majority of ferals chose termination, something that had surprised no one. When vamps went feral, they lost the ability to reason and to see the potential consequences of their choices. He’d tried to explain that to the Coven, he had wanted time to get the ferals back to their normal functioning state before offering them a choice, but the Coven hadn’t been interested in understanding. They’d wanted retribution and control.  
 
    So, it had been done and there was an uneasy truce that had settled throughout the division. And the days had begun to tick by. 
 
    When a person faced eternal life with nothing to live for, time meant little. Niko had survived the sudden change from an existence where every moment was consumed by technology and useless activities meant to enrich his life with wealth and self-gratification to a life where days could pass without a single soul wondering about him. Yet, he had counted every minute since he’d left Anya at the door to her apartment block. Twenty-seven days had never seemed like such an eternity. 
 
    Before becoming a vampire, he’d never had enough time. Business meetings, appointments, then Anastasia consuming him to the point where weeks could go by before he even stopped to just think. After she turned him, those responsibilities had continued, though they had been framed by constant thoughts of feeding and revenge. 
 
    But life without Anya had slowed to an agonizing pace. His role as head of the nest was nowhere as demanding as the work he once did with the labs. And with Gurkovsky finally making progress with the blood substitute, he no longer constantly worried about his people. The only thing left for him to do was wallow in the realization that he missed Anya more than he ever thought he would. 
 
    “Your capacity for self-pity amazes me,” Sergei said from the doorway. 
 
    Niko turned from the window overlooking the club, his eyes drilling into his brother for a long silent minute. Sergei wanted to pretend the last few months had never happened, to go back to a time when Anastasia was dead, Anya was simply another human struggling to survive another day, and when their disagreements were simply about feeding and fucking. But Niko couldn’t forget. Or forgive. 
 
    Not yet anyway. He understood why Sergei had handed Anastasia over to the Coven. Fuck, he probably would have done it himself if he could have. But Sergei had hid it for years, and that was too much for Niko to simply forget. 
 
    Sergei cleared his throat and moved to the bar where he poured himself a triple shot of whiskey, avoiding Niko’s hard stare. He drained the drink before finally looking to the older man. 
 
    “Gurkovsky sent a message. Something about being ready for phase three,” Sergei said. 
 
    Niko nodded sullenly. Progress on the blood substitute had accelerated beyond the scientist’s dreams. If her recent projections held up, there would be enough of a supply to feed the entire nest for the next quarter century within a couple of weeks. 
 
    “The silent treatment was never your thing.” Sergei refilled his drink. “You were always the one to force a confrontation. Get everything out there and then deal with the fallout after. But it’s been four weeks.” 
 
    “Your point?” Niko said between gritted teeth. 
 
    “Why don’t we just get it over with? I did what I had to do. Anastasia was a worthless, sadistic bitch, and I don’t regret a moment of the time she’s been strapped to that table.” The glass Sergei held shattered as the brothers glared at each other. “Every moment I spent looking at her, I could hear the cries of Mama and Papa. I saw Tova pinned to the wall, screaming as Anastasia ripped into her throat. I do not ask forgiveness for turning her over to the Coven. She deserves to an eternity of pain.” 
 
    Flashes of the massacre that had ended his family’s lives flooded Niko, and he squeezed his eyes shut to the horror. He had seen the aftermath, but Sergei had lived through it. When he’d composed himself, he looked back at his younger brother. 
 
    “I don’t argue the ethics of turning her over to the Cover. But you hid this from me. You jeopardized the survival of the entire nest by concealing it.” 
 
    “No,” Sergei denied. “I saved them. I did what had to be done. What you wouldn’t have.” 
 
    “You think I would not have given her to Frankie? That I wouldn’t have sacrificed Anastasia for the nest? I would have gladly done that, little brother. And I would not have kept it from you.” The deep boom of Niko’s words echoed through the room.  
 
    Sergei shook his head, and the amazement in his eyes gave Niko pause. 
 
    “You don’t remember those days with clear eyes, Niko. You might have hated Anastasia, you might have prayed for an agonizing death to befall her, but you would never have brought it upon her. Even as you proclaim to hate what she was, what she did, you fell in line with her. She would tip her head or wave a hand and you would follow her orders as if a puppy on a leash.” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Always,” Sergei countered. “Clear your head of what you want to believe, of what you want to remember, and you will know I speak the truth. She held a bond over you, stronger than any of the other vampires she turned, and there was nothing you wouldn’t have done under her command whether it followed your will or not.” 
 
    Bile burned Niko’s throat. He could deny what Sergei claimed, but he knew his brother spoke the truth. How many times had he held a blade to her throat only to turn away at the simple blink of her eyes? Even as he despised her, he had been under her compulsion. The physical aspect of their relationship ended the night she slaughtered his family, but something deeper had forced a connection, and until she disappeared, he had not been able to break free. 
 
    Yet, acknowledging that truth didn’t make forgiving Sergei any easier. 
 
    “I trusted you,” Niko said. “You broke that trust. You lied to me for years. That is not something I can simply forgive and forget.” 
 
    “And yet you forgive Anya for going to the Coven.” 
 
    Niko’s back stiffened at the sound of her name. “That is not the same. Anya is not one of us. She saw going to the Coven as her only way to ensure her freedom and safety.” 
 
    “She had both here with you,” Sergei pointed out. 
 
    “Only under my mating claim. If something had happened to me…” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Sergei spat. “You forgive her because you don’t want to admit you made a mistake trusting her, like you made a mistake with Anastasia.” 
 
    “You want to shut the fuck up,” Niko said, forcing the words through gritted teeth. Anya and Anastasia were nothing alike. Both had torn his heart apart, but Anya hadn’t shredded his family for fun to do it. 
 
    Sergei carelessly threw his empty glass in the sink, not flinching at the sound of antique crystal shattering, then stomped to the door. Niko turned to watch him and noticed Tash leaning against the door frame. 
 
    As Sergei passed her, he mumbled something before disappearing down the hall. Tash shook her head and for a fleeting moment Niko would have sworn he saw sympathy reflected in her eyes, but whatever it had been quickly settled back to practiced indifference. 
 
    “Do I really need to talk some fucking sense into you?” she asked. 
 
    Niko scowled. “My brother wants to pretend his lies mean nothing.” 
 
    “But they do?” 
 
    “What he did affected every vampire in the division. He took a blood oath with the Coven.” 
 
    “True,” she agreed. “But it was to our benefit, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “He lied to me. To everyone.” 
 
    “So did Anya.” 
 
    “And she’s not here, is she?” 
 
    Tash snorted and rolled her eyes. “The only reason she’s not here is because you’re a stubborn ass who never bothers to ask anyone their opinion.” 
 
    “And yet, here I am listening to you spout off.” 
 
    “Did you ask her if she wanted to go back? Did you ask her to stay?” 
 
    “She left, Tash. She went to the Coven for help leaving.” He blew out a sigh of frustration. “It was clear she didn’t want to be here.” She didn’t want to be his mate. 
 
    “You’ve been a vampire long enough to forget the fear humans feel. Not just of dying, but of change.” Tash pushed away from the door frame and took a few steps into the room. “You wanted her to forget everything our kind did to her family, to forget the constant fight she’d waged to survive. You wanted her to become one of us without any assurance that she would be any safer with you than without.” 
 
    Tash stepped up to him and poked him in the center of his chest. “Did you ever actually talk to her about what being your mate means? How about why you wanted her as your mate?” 
 
    Niko swatted her jabbing finger away. “I seem to remember you wanting her gone even more than Vlad and Sergei did. That you thought she would be a security risk. Why are you now trying to convince me letting her go was wrong?” 
 
    “She still a big fucking security risk, bigger if anything. At least when she was here we knew what she was doing, and at least then you weren’t moping around ignoring the shit storm brewing in the club.” 
 
    Niko’s eyebrows drew down as he turned to look down on the club dance floor. The place was packed, more than usual and the cage was packed with blood dolls, their arms reaching through the bars, desperately grasping for any vamp who came near enough. Before the synthetic blood, there would have been only a handful of humans in there deciding which vamp would get lucky with a fresh meal. 
 
    “The humans are seeing the end to their usefulness to us,” Tash said as she joined him at the circular window. “In a matter of weeks, they will turn to the Coven, and we will again be at war.” 
 
    Niko glanced at her in confusion. “And you think Anya being here would calm the humans?” 
 
    “No. I think her being here would give you a reason to fight for the protection of the nest again.” Tash walked from the room, pausing a moment to look back at him. “As far as Sergei goes, he did what you couldn’t, and I think that’s what is pissing you off more than anything.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 33 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    It was nearly night fall when Anya woke. After the months spent in the nest with Niko, her body still refused to slip back into a human sleep pattern. She turned on the small solar powered lamp next to the bed, then flopped onto her back, staring up at the ceiling. A small spot directly above her captured her attention. 
 
    Please, not blood. 
 
    The spot moved, revealing itself as a spider rather than the blood she’d feared. 
 
    Four months ago, blood hadn’t been a surprise, just a grim everyday reminder of the constant dangers she had faced. 
 
    Since the blood oath between the vampires and the witches, since Niko’s and Gurkovsky’s work on a blood substitute had finally paid off, blood seeping in from the apartment above hers would have been at least unexpected. 
 
    Uncomfortably warm, Anya rolled from the bed, her naked body shimmering with a fine film of sweat. The suffocating heat of summer was nearing its peak, though as much as she despised the discomfort and general foul stench of anything and anyone in the heat, she was not looking forward to the winter solstice and being plunged back into frigid dark days. She missed the air conditioner Niko had in their—his suite. 
 
    Gathering her hair into a messy bun at the top of her head, she forced the thought from her head. Without the threat of vampire attacks hanging over humans in the city, she could to strip down and keep a bit cooler. Though, she was certain the reprieve was temporary. Despite Niko’s sweeps to gather the feral vamps, there were still those hiding beyond the fringe of the city, and as Niko’s nest pulled back from hunting humans, the ferals would move in. She supposed that eventually the ferals would no longer actually be feral, but rather simply the rogue vampires they’d been when they’d been driven from the nest in the first place. 
 
    After a quick sponge bath, Anya dressed and made her way to the little kitchen. She paused at the fridge, pulling out a jar of witch blood. Setting it on the counter, she took a step back, hands on her hips, and stared at the offending liquid like she’d done every evening for twenty-eight days. 
 
    Logically, she knew she didn’t need to drink it. She was protected by the oath, but old habits died hard. Having the stash gave her a bit of comfort even if all she did was look at it each day and contemplate whether she could trust the Coven to hold to the oath. 
 
    It should have been easier. Without the suffocating fear of witches and vampires, Anya should have been able to live free, to make decisions about what she wanted and not just what was going to keep her alive for one more day. 
 
    A knock at the door pulled her gaze away, her eyes narrowing as she considered who it might be. A second series of knocks revealed it was Yoni. The woman had a habit of always giving the same pattern of knocks every time she dropped by which as annoying as it was, it was convenient to know who was there without having to check through the peep hole first. Anya placed the witch blood back in the fridge and went to let the other woman in. 
 
    Yoni practically fell inside when Anya opened the door. She stumbled a few steps before righting herself and swirling around to face Anya. 
 
    “Why aren’t you dressed?” Yoni demanded. 
 
    Anya looked down at the black jeans and t-shirt she wore. “I am.” 
 
    “You can’t go to the Blue Blood like that. You should wear that black dress that shows off your boobs. I bet that was Niko’s favorite.” 
 
    “I’m not going to the club,” Anya said, deliberately ignoring the reference to Niko. 
 
    “Anya,” Yoni whined. “You promised to go out with me tonight.” 
 
    “I’m not going to the vampire club. I’m not interested in being a blood doll.” A vision of Niko popped into her head. The way he’s nuzzled her neck, his teeth scraping her sensitive skin, not daring to break the surface. She ran her fingers along her neck before giving her head a shake to clear the memories. “I don’t belong there.” 
 
    Yoni pouted. “The vamps aren’t using the club for blood supply anymore. Well, okay, some of them are, but mostly it’s just dancing now. Humans who aren’t interested in the feedings can go and just dance and those who want to be blood dolls can hang out until one of the vamps requests them.” 
 
    “You don’t need to sound disappointed,” Anya said. “I’m not that interested in dancing. Besides, you would just abandon me when Sergei beckoned you.” 
 
    “I would not.” Yoni’s lower lip quivered, and she flounced past Anya to sit down on one of the stools at the breakfast bar. 
 
    Guilt nudged at Anya and she made her way over to stand on the other side of the breakfast bar and leaned forward on her elbows. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s been almost two weeks and Sergei hasn’t sent for me. I haven’t seen him at the club, either.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s busy,” Anya offered. As loathe as she was to give Yoni false hope, she also didn’t want to be the one to break the news that now Sergei had a blood source unencumbered with emotions and clinginess, he’d have little use for Yoni. 
 
    “We both know that’s not true.” Yoni’s shoulders slumped. “Why bother with me now he’s got an unlimited blood supply? You always warned me that I was only a meal to him. Any blood doll would’ve done. I shouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    “Is that really a bad thing? Being a blood doll was never exactly a safe choice. He could’ve killed you anytime he fed.” 
 
    “But he didn’t. Sergei isn’t a killer. He’d never hurt anyone. Not intentionally.” 
 
    “If Sergei isn’t even going to be there, then why do you even want to go?” 
 
    “He might be. I mean, maybe he thinks I don’t want to be his blood doll anymore. And if he shows up and I’m not there…” 
 
    The sad and almost pathetic expression Yoni wore was the beginning of Anya’s undoing. 
 
    “Please, Anya?” Yoni begged. “I don’t want to go there alone.” 
 
    Yoni’s watery blue eyes stared up at her like a little puppy. Anya felt her will slip even further. 
 
    “I...I can’t,” she said, stiffening her back. 
 
    A scowl pursing her lips, Yoni made a disgruntled noise. “You mean you won’t.” 
 
    “Yoni, I can’t go to the nest. You don’t know what I did.” 
 
    “Anya, you know there are no secrets in the division, especially among the vampires. They’re the worst gossips. Everyone knows what you did,” Yoni scoffed. “You had the head of the Berkano nest wrapped around your finger, and you ditched him for the Coven.” 
 
    If only it were that simple, Anya thought. She’d known rumors were circulating among the vampires and blood dolls. With the potential fallout from any attempts on her life, there’d been no way to keep her part in the blood oath quiet. 
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” she denied. 
 
    “It is. If Sergei had claimed me as a mate, I wouldn’t hesitate.” 
 
    “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Is that so wrong?” 
 
    “Yoni, he’s a vampire. You’re a human. It was never going to happen.” 
 
    “It did for you.” 
 
    “No, it didn’t. Niko never bit me, and in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not his mate anymore.” 
 
    “Those were your choices,” Yoni snapped. “Niko would’ve turned you if you’d asked. He only brought you back here because it’s what you chose.” 
 
    Anya scowled. It stung to have her own thoughts thrown at her. “Sometimes being safe is more important than getting what you want.” 
 
    “Except you didn’t want to be with him. Even after he and Frankie took the blood oath, when you knew you’d always be safe, you didn’t want to be with him.” 
 
    “He didn’t give me a choice. We left the Coven, and he dropped me here. I haven’t seen him since.” 
 
    “What did you expect? You ran away from him. You ran to the Coven. Was he supposed to force you back to the nest? Keep you prisoner?” 
 
    “He could have asked me where I wanted to be.” Even to her own ears, it sounded weak. Niko had said she wasn’t a prisoner, that she was his mate. It wasn’t in him to force her hand. Her father had always told her to let her actions tell her the truth, and running away had been the equivalent to screaming. 
 
    “You’re scared,” Yoni said, rising from the couch to place her a hand on her hip. “You don’t want to believe that vampires might not be the big bad guys anymore. You don’t want to admit that you love him.” 
 
    “Even if I did, it’s too late.” Anya shifted from one foot to the other, crossing her arms over her chest. “The nest security force wouldn’t let me anywhere near the nest if I tried.” 
 
    “You were forever talking about freedom from being hunted by vampires and the Coven. But to me, you look as trapped as you always did, except now you’re miserable and lonely.” Yoni shook her head, gazing at her with pity. “Maybe being a vampire wasn’t the life you dreamed of, but maybe it’s better. Was it really so horrible being with Niko? Was it worse than this?” 
 
    No. Being with Niko had been the first time since her parents were killed that she’d felt safe and free. But what choice did she have now?


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 34 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    From his perch at the window, Nico watched Tash weave her way through the crowded dance floor and approach one of the cages. He wasn’t surprised that his head of security still fed naturally. Tash supported the artificial blood supply only because it ensured her personal choice food source didn’t disappear. 
 
    She entered the cage and made her way to the back where she pointed to a young man, who sat with a confident smile on his face. He’d been to the club before, and Niko recognized him as one of Tash’s favorites. After this talk with Tash it was reassuring to know that not all humans were prepared to abandon the life of a blood doll, because he knew there would always be vampires who wanted to feed naturally. 
 
    Yoni and the human left the cage, and Niko scanned the rest of the inhabitants of the cage, pausing when he caught sight of another familiar face. 
 
    Yoni. Unlike many of the other humans surrounding her, she didn’t look happy. She was slumped forward, a dejected look turning her lips into a frown. If she was in the cage, Sergei obviously hadn’t been feeding off her. 
 
    Fuck. His brother was stupid. Yoni would gladly have given up her humanity to be with him. But then again, Sergei had never been interested in finding a mate. Feeding and fucking had been Sergei’s priorities since he’d been turned. 
 
    A hand reached through the gilded bars and tapped Yoni on the shoulder. As she turned to look at the person, so did Niko, and his chest tightened. If he’d had a normal heartbeat, it would instantly start racing. 
 
    Anya was speaking to Yoni from outside the cage, her face as grim as her friends. 
 
    What the fuck was she doing there? Even with the blood oath, it wasn’t completely safe for her. The oath protected her from death. And there were plenty of vampires who could skirt that ending while exacting vengeance they believed he deserved after she left him. 
 
    He ran from the room and sprinted down the stairs, ignoring the call from his brother as he passed by. When he reached the dance floor, he moved through the crowd quickly as they parted for him, his presence there as commanding as it was in the main building. 
 
    Anya was still talking with Yoni when he stopped behind her. For a moment, he stood there, taking in the graceful arch of her neck and breathing in her intoxicating smell, a beautiful mix of metallic human blood and sweet chamomile. What was missing was the sharp bitterness of witch blood. 
 
    “Anya.” 
 
    He gripped her arm, turning her to face him. 
 
    “Niko,” she whispered, her eyes growing wide. 
 
    Was her voice breathy from surprise or dancing? 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he demanded.  
 
    “I’m... I’m dancing.” 
 
    “You could do that at the Coven’s Hall. Why are you here?” 
 
    She appeared panicked, and for a moment he wondered if she had a motive she was trying to hide. Would she really come here to try to launch an attack on behalf of the humans or the Coven? He didn’t want to think her capable of something like that, but she’d shown him that her loyalties lay elsewhere. 
 
    “Can we talk?” she asked, her green eyes flickering away before settling back on him again. “Please?” 
 
    Niko stared down at her, his gut twisting as he took in the faint shadows under her eyes. Was she sick? Did she have food? He’d ensured she didn’t need to fear witches and vampires, but that didn’t mean she was entirely safe. Humans were so fragile, prone to disease and starvation, though both the Coven and the nest made sure they didn’t run out of food. 
 
    He slipped his hand down her arm to lace their fingers together, feeling the slightest shiver run through her. The realization that she was as affected as he was by the contact eased the pressure in his chest. 
 
    As he guided her through the club, he could see the questioning looks from the other vampires. He didn’t blame them for their suspicions or resentment he could see in some of their eyes. Anya had made clear her dislike of vampires, and she’d made her choice when she ran to the Coven. 
 
    Rather than going up to the office where Sergei would be likely to barge in on them, Niko led her from the club and across to the main building. The halls were quiet with most of the vamps either back in the club or out in the city. With the forced truce between witches and vampires, and the new blood supply eliminating the need for hunting, vampires were enjoying more freedom to roam. 
 
    When they reached his suite, he set the lock on the elevator, preventing anyone from interrupting. He let go of her hand and went over to the air conditioning machine, switching it on. Within seconds, cool air streamed from its vent, and he nearly smiled at the way Anya seemed helpless to stay away. She shuffled closer, and the gentle breeze sent loose wisps of hair fluttering around her face. 
 
    In the light of the room, the circles under her eyes were more pronounced despite her tan from the summer sun. She looked as tired as he felt. 
 
    “Why did you come here? I told you it wasn’t safe.” he asked. 
 
    “I...I wanted to see you.” She pushed those stray hairs from her face and glanced around the room. Rubbing her hands along the front of her thighs, she moved to the sofa and sank down. 
 
    Frustration grew in Niko. He gave her what she wanted. He’d set her free and made sure she was safe. Having her back in their room, seeing her again was torture. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come,” he said. 
 
    She nodded but didn’t move to leave. Instead, she rested her elbows on her knees and leaned forward, digging her fingers into her hair, pulling loose those soft strands that she’d just tried to control. 
 
    “I wanted to…explain,” she said. 
 
    “We’re past explanations, Anya. You wanted your freedom and you have it. Go and be happy. But don’t come here and expect my people, expect me to welcome you.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out in an audible rush, nodding her head. 
 
    “When the witches came for my father, my mother made us promise we would never enter the gulag. When ferals killed our mother, Alina and I swore we’d rather die than become food for one of them. Neither of us thought she would become one.” Anya’s gaze drifted beyond him as if lost in a memory. “When she murdered that little girl and then took her own life, I hated every single vampire. I hated you. It didn’t matter that a feral turned her. To me, you were all the same.” 
 
    He couldn’t fault her for how she’d felt. Perhaps if Anastasia hadn’t left Sergei to turn him, he would have felt the same way. Yet, it burned his soul to hear her finally speak of her hatred, to know she suffered and held him, along with his people, responsible for the actions of a few ferals. 
 
    Blowing out another deep breath, she peered up at him. “I was always on a day to day basis with survival. My entire life has been focused on surviving another day. My whole plan to blackmail Frankie took me months to set in motion and then in the span of minutes, I threw it away to climb in a vent to eavesdrop on your meeting with her. When you claimed me, I accepted it because it was the only way I was going to walk out of the Coven alive. Even when we got to the nest, I couldn’t think long term.” 
 
    “The blood oath protects you from witch and vampire. You don’t need to live like that anymore.” 
 
    “I know, but...” her words drifted off, and she rose from the couch, pacing a couple steps toward him then a few away as if unable to settle into the moment. 
 
    “But what, Anya? I’ve ensured you had what you wanted. I set you free from the nest and the mating claim.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to send me away,” she said. 
 
    “No, you fucking ran away, and I let you go,” he snarled. He grabbed her arm, halting her pacing while carefully controlling his grip so he didn’t hurt her. “I gave you what you wanted, so why did you come back here?” 
 
    She pressed her lips together, and he could see the nervousness wound tightly inside her. 
 
    “I’m trying to tell you,” she yelled. “I didn’t... I wanted...” 
 
    The tears filling her eyes were his undoing. Anya wasn’t a woman prone to tears. In the weeks they’d been together, there’d never been even a hint of weepiness. He released her arm and slid his hand up to cup her cheek, tipping her face up, so she had no choice but to meet his gaze. 
 
    “Why?” he repeated. 
 
    “I want you for my mate.” 
 
    Six little words ripped him apart. Four weeks ago, he would have taken those words and given his life to make it happen. But every day he’d been alone only showed him that what they’d had wasn’t enough.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 35 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
    “I want you to be my mate,” Anya repeated when he didn’t react. 
 
    His gaze hardened. There was no love in his voice or warmth in his gaze. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She’d expected that response, but hearing it was akin to a knife slicing through her chest. A thundering roar filled her head, drowning out the heavy bass of the music coming from downstairs. She swallowed against the tears threatening to rise. 
 
    Going to the nest had been a mistake. She should have listened to her gut, but Yoni had planted a small seed of hope in her, and it had quickly taken hold. Even facing off with a surly Vlad at the entrance to the club hadn’t been enough to kill it. When Niko had turned her around and stared down at her with his soft blue eyes, when he’d been willing to talk to her, that seed only dug in deeper. But like always, the hope seemed to be only an illusion. 
 
    She’d never begged for anything in her life before meeting Niko. She pushed and fought to survive, but she’d gone to the club to do exactly that. Beg him to let her back in his life. 
 
    He turned away from her, moving to the window to look down at the crowd below. “You shouldn’t have come back here, Anya. Leave and take Yoni with you. Sergei isn’t in a good place right now, and she’s liable to get hurt if she keeps chasing after him.” 
 
    It was her cue to leave. She was supposed to turn around and walk away from him one last time forever. Yet her feet refused to move, and she knew her heart wasn’t ready to give up so easily. When he left her in front of her apartment building, there’d still been a part of her that thought it was what she wanted. Until he’d driven away, she hadn’t realized how incredibly wrong she’d been. She hadn’t believed he would take her back, but she couldn’t walk away without doing everything possible to convince him to give her another chance. 
 
    “I wasn’t ready to be your mate before,” she said. “But I am now. I want you to—” 
 
    Her words came to an abrupt end when he swirled around, slashing his hand through the air between them. 
 
    “There is no place for a human in the nest.” He dug his fingers into his hair, clenching tightly before letting his arms drop to his sides. “Even if there was, I can’t watch you grow old, knowing that one day I’ll have to bury you and face eternity alone. I lost you once. I won’t willingly suffer through that again.” 
 
    Anya stilled at the desperation in his voice. There was no place for a human. Did he not realize what she was saying? That she was willing—wanting him to turn her? 
 
    “Niko, I don’t want that for you either.” 
 
    “Yet here you stand.” 
 
    “I want to be your mate. Your mate for eternity.” She moved to stand before him, lifting her hand to place it over his heart, feeling the unnaturally slow steady beat marking him a vampire. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. I fought so long against vampires, against what I thought they were that I couldn’t see how I had any future as one of them. My time with you changed that. Every day I was with you, it got harder to be fearful, to be resentful.” 
 
    He placed his hand over hers, drawing it up to his lips to press a kiss to her palm. “There is no eternity for humans, Anya.” 
 
    “There is for a vampire, though,” she said. 
 
    He stilled, his heated gaze intensified, searing her soul. “You always said you would never be turned.” 
 
    “And I am saying now that that’s what I want.” 
 
    “Be sure, lyubov moya. That is a decision there is no going back from.” 
 
    “It’s what I want.” Her lips twitched at the doubtful expression on his face, feeling for the first time in weeks as if she were whole again. “Okay, so I’m not looking forward to drinking blood again, even if it is artificial, but if it means a future with you where I’m not dictated by fear of death or being alone, then I’m willing to suck it up.” 
 
    “Anya...” he whispered. 
 
    She could hear the hesitation in his voice and couldn’t blame him. She’d done everything she could to get him to see that she needed to be free to be human, only to turn around and ask him for the one thing she’d refused to claim. 
 
    “I knew as soon as I left the nest that I’d made a mistake, but for so long I conditioned myself to believe all vampires were the enemy, that my only hope for survival was to force the witches to help me. I couldn’t let myself believe you were different.” 
 
    His lips tightened, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “There was no way for them to help you.” 
 
    “No,” she agreed, hating the doubt continuing to grow in his eyes. “At least not the way I’d thought, but Frankie offered me protection.” 
 
    “She would have bound you in an oath that would have eventually led to your death. It’s good that I arrived before you accepted.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile at his not so subtle attempt at an I-told-you-so. “I didn’t plan to accept her offer. I knew if I did, it would have meant never seeing you again.” 
 
    Niko scoffed, though Anya was sure she heard a touch of hope. “You had already left me, Anya.” 
 
    “I know it doesn’t make sense,” she said, shaking her head. “I wasn’t making sense to myself that night either. Everything I did was an echo of what my parents told me to—what I’d told myself to do for so long. Then when I was faced with exactly what I was supposed to want, I realized the only thing I actually wanted was you.” 
 
    “And if you change your mind tomorrow? If I turn you, there is no going back, no running to the Coven when my back is turned. You would be protected by the blood oath still, but they would not be willing to help you.” 
 
    “I won’t change my mind, Niko. This life with you is what I want.” 
 
    Pulling her hand from his, she slid it into his hair and tugged his head down until their lips were but a breath apart. Her heart raced as she realized how close she was to getting what she wanted—Niko. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    The hesitant cloud shadowing Niko’s face slowly vanished as he finally accepted the truth of her words. She saw the sudden relaxing of his jaw just before his mouth slammed down on hers, devouring her in a fierce kiss that stole her breath and left her desperately gasping for more. His tongue danced across hers, and she lost herself in the heady taste of him that carried just the slightest hint of decadent dark chocolate. It had been too long—an eternity since the raging passion he ignited consumed her from within. 
 
    She lifted to her tiptoes and pressed the length of her body to his. How had she forgotten how perfectly they fit together? 
 
    He gripped her ass, his fingers digging into her ample flesh. Through the thick denim covering her, the heat of his hands scorched her. He lifted her until she wound her legs around him, squeezing her thighs to keep from sliding back down. The growing ridge of his penis rubbed against her, and she withered against him, nearly falling when his grip slipped. 
 
    Niko moved with staggering steps until her back met the wall, pinning her and giving her the leverage to rub herself against him harder. He pushed his hips closer, grinding into her. She shuddered as the motion caused the rough material of her jeans to drag across her clit. 
 
    “Kotyonak, I’ve missed you,” he said, pulling his mouth from hers to nuzzle her neck. “Every moment you were gone was an agony I was certain I’d never survive. I prayed for mercy from a god I had forsaken the moment I was turned.” 
 
    Her skin erupted in tingles as his slow hot breath tickled the damp path his tongue made on her shoulder. Anticipation mingled with a touch of fear she couldn’t suppress. The light spanks Niko liked to give during sex always had her body clenching in need, but a bite was a different kind of pain, and she knew the venom would cause a reaction as it worked its way through her system. 
 
    But the bite didn’t come. Instead, Niko scrapped his teeth along the sensitive skin up to her ear. He flicked his tongue along the top of her ear. 
 
    “Not yet,” her murmured, and she thought she caught a hint of teasing in his words. He reached one hand between them, trailing his fingertips up and under her shirt until his palm cupped her breast. He squeezed her soft flesh, trapping her nipple between his fingers and wringing a cry from her. He squeezed again, then tugged the nipple, letting it hold the weight of her breast. The sweet bite of pain fanned the flames of her desire, driving her hips faster. 
 
    “You’re a tease,” Anya gasped, letting her fingers grip his hair tighter as she tried to guide his mouth back to hers, but he refused to let her control him. 
 
    He arched back, leaving a gap between their chests but more firmly securing her between him and the wall. He let go of her other ass cheek, forcing her to tighten her legs around him. He caught the bottom of her shirt and jerked it up. She lifted her arms, and he pulled the fabric over her head before tossing it to the floor. 
 
    He dipped his head down and pulling a nipple between his lips, sucking hard before his teeth gently caught it. She gasped and thrust her fingers back into his hair, pulling him close so he would take in more of her. 
 
    Niko grasped her hips and pressed her closer to him as he thrust up. A groan rumbled from his chest, a deep vibration that went straight from his mouth to her nipple and down to her center. 
 
    Her clit throbbed as she threatened to come apart. She’d gone years before without sex, but a month without Niko had left her with no control. As if sensing how close to the edge she was, he released her nipple and kissed a path up her chest to her mouth. 
 
    “Your human heart beats much too fast,” he whispered against her lips. “Perhaps this is too much for you.” 
 
    “Then maybe it’s time to turn my human heart into a vampire one.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 36 
 
    Niko 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, kotyonok.” Niko chuckled. 
 
    Anya growled at his words and gave his lower lip a swift nip. There she was. His Anya. His little kitten. In the club, and throughout their conversation, she had been so unlike the woman he had claimed. Soft and willing to talk to him. It had made her easier to turn away, as if she were a different person. Having her fight him for control, demanding he give her what she wanted. That was the Anya he loved. 
 
    She dragged her mouth from his and pushed against his chest until he released her. His leg slid out from between hers, giving her the room she needed to sink to her knees. He unzipped his pants and let her shove them down until his cock was free. His hard flesh pulsed with desire, and he groaned as her hot breath rippled across it. 
 
    “I think you may have missed me.” Anya looked up at him, lips curled in a sultry smile. 
 
    The sight of her on her knees, her small hand reaching for his aching flesh took his breath away. His muscles tensed as her soft breaths puffed over him. A gentle skim of her tongue across his tip sent a shudder through him, and he threaded his fingers through her hair. Yet, he resisted the urge to pull her forward, giving himself up to her control. Long moments passed as she played with him, sweeping her hot little tongue along the underside of his cock then swirling it around the head. 
 
    Finally, she drew him deep with a long pull. She held him there, and he felt her throat begin to clench around him just before she pulled back, keeping only the head inside the moist heat of her mouth. 
 
    Her eyes flitting up to his, she sucked harder, her cheeks hollowing as she took him in further. Niko couldn’t hold back the groan that escaped him at the deep pull on his cock. His hand clenched in her hair, pulling her closer. He held her there until she made a soft noise, and her fingers tightened around his flesh. Tingles gathered in the base of his spine, and he reluctantly released her hair as his hips moved back. She kept on sucking him, slowing his long slide across her tongue. 
 
    “I’m not going to last if you keep this up, kotyonak,” he growled hoarsely as her lips gave the crest of his cock a gentle kiss. 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing you’ll have eternity to make it up to me,” she said, licking her way up his abs. 
 
    He growled again and reached down to tug her to her feet. He kissed her, taking her lips in a hard press that left them both breathless. She leaned into him, and he snaked his arms under her ass, lifting her so she could wrap her legs around his waist. He stalked through the living room to the bedroom and then to the bed where he sat her on the edge. All the while, he kept their lips connected, refusing to let break their connection. 
 
    Her hands slid under his shirt, and she dug her nails in, scoring his back before she abandoned that to grab the hem of his shirt and drag it up and force him to let her lips go or be chocked by the fabric gathered there. 
 
    Free of his shirt, he unhooked the buttons on her jeans and eased the material over her hips, dragging the thin scrap of her lace panties with it. The jeans and panties landed on the floor with a soft thump, but he was too distracted. 
 
    Niko gazed down at the embodiment of perfection. Her full breasts thrust toward him, the rosy nipples stiff and begging him to suckle them. The soft triangle of curls between her legs called for his fingers to bury themselves between them and find the treasure beneath. 
 
    He had seen her naked countless times, touched every inch of her body, felt her quake in ecstasy, knew every gentle sweep of her curves. Yet, he knew he would forever dream of exploring her body, of bringing her more pleasure than he ever had before. 
 
    As if reading his mind, Anya laid back on the bed and lifted one hand to tug on a nipple, while the other hand made its way between her legs. His breath hissed out, and he held himself still, waiting as he let her play. Her hips jerked as she rubbed her clit, driving him to the edge of control. 
 
    It was her breathy moans that were his undoing. He stripped off his pants, then grasped her waist and scooted her back on the bed. He fell on top of her, his knees spreading her thighs to make room. 
 
    She thrust up as he drove deep inside her heated channel. Hips pumping urgently, he pounded into her, the gripping muscles of her pussy igniting a frenzy within him. Anya’s head whipped against the pillow as he thrust harder, faster, deeper. 
 
    He rose up on his knees, hooking his arms beneath her knees to angle her into the perfect position for his cock to hit that spot inside her that set her to bucking frantically as she strove to find her release. 
 
    The sounds of their slick bodies colliding, again and again, filled the room, mingling with their harsh moans of pleasure. Anya’s back tightened, pushing her breast up, and he knew she was close. He let go of one of her legs and reached between them to flick his thumb across her clit. Her hips slammed against his, and her entire body stiffened for a moment before rushing her orgasm. Her muscles pulsed around him, milking him into his own release. 
 
    Niko’s hips buried his cock deep one last time, and he groaned at the deep spasms that wracked him. His back arched as his release erupted through him. When intense ecstasy receded, leaving behind a warm pleasure, he slumped forward, catching himself on his forearms to keep from crushing her under his weight. 
 
    Niko felt Anya’s body relax as it gave a few last shudders. Her eyes fluttered closed, and she let out a restful sigh. He leaned down and nudged her cheek with his nose. At the edge of sleep, her mind and body drained by the orgasm still rippling through her, she allowed her head to loll to the side. 
 
    He nuzzled her neck for a long moment, letting himself take in the sweet scent of her blood. Once she was changed, that would change as well. He had heard from mated vampires how they became obsessed with their mate’s scent as if nature was working to bond them even closer together. He couldn’t imagine being more obsessed than he already was. 
 
    He had claimed her as a mate, but the fact she was human had kept the mating only a claim and not a true mating. When he told her there was no going back, it hadn’t just been about there being no cure for vampirism. Once they exchanged bites, they would be mated for eternity, not just in the eyes of vampires and witches, but their souls would be forever paired by a hunger to be with each other. 
 
    His incisors slid down, and he grazed her shoulder, holding back the venom but giving her a hint of what was to come. She stilled, though she didn’t tense up. 
 
    “Last chance, kotyonak.” 
 
    He hesitated, giving her the opportunity to save herself, but she didn’t. She simply continued to hold herself still. Waiting. 
 
    Niko didn’t give himself any time to second guess her. He bit down at the junction of her neck and shoulder, letting the numbing fluid from his incisors sink into her before he drew the first taste of her blood. The rich, heady taste of her was more intoxicating than any he had ever had before. 
 
    As he savored her taste, he felt the rising temptation to take more, to feed from her, a risk he would not take with Anya. As safe as they made the blood dolls at the club feel, the risks of feeding from humans was massive. There was a point in feeding where the human’s blood altered a vampire’s mental and physical state. For most vampires that meant a complete loss of control, sending them into a feeding frenzy. 
 
    Anya shifted restlessly below him, and he forced himself to stop drawing on her. He adjusted his hold on her, pressing his teeth deep enough to stimulate the tiny gland on his gum that would then release the venom. 
 
    She drew in a stuttering breath as every muscle in her body tensed as the venom hit her heart. With their chests pressed together, her thudding heart echoed through him. He felt the rapid beating accelerate and then suddenly stop. 
 
    His own stuttered as the fear overwhelmed him. Was she part of the small percentage of humans who did not survive the transition? How had he not considered that possibility? How could he have taken the risk, even as small as it was, that he could lose her? 
 
    Niko’s incisors retracted, and he shifted up so he could look at her face. Her eyes were glazed with the remnants of lust, though there was a touch of panic as they darted around the room. She took a sudden deep breath, and her arms came up to clutch his back as he felt her heart start again. The frantic beating slowed to the unnatural resting rate of vampires. 
 
    “I...I...” She swallowed, and her nails bit into his back. His breath hissed as she broke skin. The scent of his blood filled the air between them, and she shifted anxiously. 
 
    Niko’s lips curved up, and he tipped his head to the side, exposing his neck. She hesitated for only a moment. Then he watched as her incisors elongated, and she lowered her mouth to his neck. Her bite stung, but he held still letting her drink. Tomorrow would be soon enough to teach her how to use the numbing fluid contained in her incisors. He smoothed a hand over her hair, letting her take long pulls of his blood. When he’d determined she’d taken enough to complete the mating, he wove his fingers into her thick tresses and tugged her head back, breaking her hold on him. She gazed up at his, licking her lips to catch the drop of his blood that had escaped. 
 
    “How do you feel, lyubov moya?” 
 
    “Full.” 
 
    Niko laughed at the unexpected response. “I suppose the first feeding can be filling.” 
 
    “Not full like that,” she said, bringing her arms up to loop around his neck. Her beautiful green eyes stared up at him, sparkling with an intensity he’d only seen a handful of times with her. “I feel full of life, of you, of everything. I never thought I’d have space in my life for anything other than survival, but I was running on empty. Now...it’s like I can feel every possibility, every future that we could live. Because I chose you. Because I claimed you for my mate.” 
 
    “Good, because I don’t plan on letting you go again,” he said. She belonged not to him but with him. 
 
    *** The End *** 
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