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      It’s all fun and games…until you stake your sister’s fiancé.

      

      Okay, fine! I’m not really going to stake Colin or his brother, the insufferable, bossy-fanged Darcy Blackmore. At least not as long as I can find another way to stop our siblings from getting hitched.

      

      My sister, Annie, won’t admit it, but she doesn’t love Colin. She’s sacrificing herself so we can stay in Nightfall, New Hampshire, and renew the magical shield keeping the paranormal creatures here, including witches like us, safe from human discovery.

      

      I have ten days to find another way—aside from a bloodsucker wedding—to secure our legacy and not a lead in sight. So, imagine my surprise when the wretched, though admittedly smoking hot, Darcy comes to the rescue.

      

      His scheme?

      

      We pretend to be hot for each other, trick Annie and Colin into confessing they don’t really want to tie the knot, and sort out how to save the town once the wedding bells are silenced—permanently.

      

      It’s not a bad plan. In theory.

      

      If only Darcy wasn’t every bit as delicious as he is obnoxious. If only he’d kept his secret sweet side under wraps and kissing him wasn’t the most amazing thing to happen to my lips in my entire life. If only this fake love had stayed fake, instead of creeping into my heart on stealthy little vampire feet.

      

      Now I have a decision to make—keep faking it with the world’s sexiest vampire until I lose big at love, yet again, or leave my new hometown and all the people I’m coming to love behind. Forever.

    

  

  
    
      For Allison N.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, October 22nd

      

      

      

      
        
        10 Days Until the Wedding that

        Shall Not Be Allowed to Proceed

        (Not if Blaire Belladonna Wonderfully has anything to say about it.)

      

      

      

      Ten days.

      Ten days until my sweet, angelic sister, a woman who lives for books, babies, and late-night giggle sessions with her quilting club is forced to marry an evil, bloodsucking vampire with a plaid fetish and creepy teeth. (Yes, I’m aware that all vampire teeth are creepy, but Colin’s are especially stabby-looking when he’s cranky. And he’s cranky a lot.)

      I have to put a stop to this insanity.

      The sooner the better…

      I poke my head through the open kitchen door on the ground floor of Blackmore Manor, spying on the event-in-progress in the rose garden. My nose wrinkles as I spot Colin and Annie chatting with a few of our new neighbors by the bar.

      My sister looks beautiful in a long green dress that matches her eyes, with her brown hair gathered into a decorative pile of curls atop her head. Colin also looks okay, I guess—tonight’s plaid suit is a subdued mix of gray and light green, and his smile is fang-free at the moment—but I’m not fooled. He might be six feet, three inches of studly vampire with broad shoulders, a square jaw any comic book hero would covet, and dark blond hair that sets off his blue-gray eyes, but his savage, blood-sucky side is always there.

      It lurks just below the surface, waiting for the chance to drain my sister dry and leave her willowy, delicate librarian’s body in a ditch by the side of the road.

      Or, even worse, turn her into a vampire, too.

      According to what I’ve been able to glean since we arrived in Nightfall, New Hampshire a month ago, full-blooded witches aren’t supposed to be able to be turned against their will. But Annie and I haven’t come into our powers yet and we have no clue who our father was. Even if our mother is a witch and not the flighty, tree-hugging, but very human hippy we thought we knew before she disappeared last year, the chances that our father was a warlock are slim to none.

      Apparently, male witches are exceedingly rare.

      Which means Colin could probably turn Annie if he wanted to—with or without her permission. Vampires don’t usually worry about consent when it comes to turning other people into vampires. Most of the vamps in this bonkers town were turned against their will—including Colin.

      Though to be fair, it sounds like he was too busy frothing at the mouth from a bad case of arsenic poisoning for his maker to get a thumbs up or down before giving him the Blood Kiss, but still…

      Vampire culture is creepy. And rape-y. And absolutely not a good fit for any modern, self-respecting woman, let alone a sweetheart like Annie.

      Annie, who still reads Children’s Fantasy books, despite the fact that we both turned thirty-four last summer.

      Annie, who knits tiny caps for babies in the NICU to keep them warm.

      Annie, who has always wanted a big family of her own, despite the fact that our childhood was a literal dumpster fire that we and our four little sisters barely survived.

      And since he’s technically a walking corpse, Colin can never give her children. If she marries him, that dream, her biggest and brightest, will be dead and buried for good.

      That’s another thing about vampire marriages—they’re until death do you part. Literally. There is no such thing as a vampire divorce. Couples are free to get pissed at each other and live separate lives, but their union can’t be dissolved.

      It’s some sort of magical thing I don’t fully understand because our scatter-brained mother didn’t bother telling us that all this shit is real—or that we’re witches. We had to find out at the reading of her will in late August, when her attorney explained that we’d inherited a Victorian mansion in a supernatural town hidden from human eyes, but that in order to keep it, the oldest Wonderfully of our generation would have to marry one of the Nightfall elders.

      It’s the only way to renew the town’s supernatural shield. Apparently, Annie is going to be able to zap that failing shield back to full strength as soon as she and Colin seal their union, even though neither of us seems to have naturally manifesting magic and we won’t start training with our witch teacher, Celeste, until she returns to town for the winter solstice.

      But by December, Annie will have been married for nearly two months. It will be too late to pick our tutor’s brain for alternatives to the sacrifice of my sister’s happiness.

      Like she hasn’t done enough sacrificing already…

      As the two oldest sisters—Annie and I are twins, born just three minutes apart—we both took up the slack for our sporadically maternal mother. But Annie was the one with a talent for the often-grueling work of keeping our sisters’ clothes and bodies relatively clean, defusing squabbles, and getting supper on the table every night. I was the one who chopped firewood for our neighbors and did odd jobs around town to earn grocery money when Mom disappeared for months at a time to do whatever it was that she did out in the wilds of Maine.

      By the time I was seven or eight, I’d learned to be grateful that Annie and I weren’t identical twins and that I’d emerged from the womb strong and solid to my sister’s delicate and slender. Yes, there were times when I wished I had her sea glass green eyes instead of my muddy brown ones and that my freckles were a cute little sprinkling across my nose instead of a full-body explosion. But all-in-all I was grateful for the fact that I could rip out carpeting and pound wood floors into place by the time I was ten.

      My self-taught handygirl skills kept my family fed and our cabin warm. No matter how bad things got, I never worried that we’d starve. I knew I could provide for my sisters with hard work and my own two hands.

      Well, I could back when we were kids and our cabin and forty acres were our entire world…

      Now, the others have scattered to the four winds and the only thing we have in common is the fact that our lives are headed nowhere fast.

      Casey is dating an asshole who refuses to help with their daughter, Delilah is partying way too hard, Everly just lost funding for her research project in Washington State and may soon be out of a job, and Felicity has probably been kidnapped by fairies.

      Or she spaced out and ended up in a foreign country without a cell phone or money to call home. My baby sister is as flighty as our mother and at only twenty, still needs a keeper. A room of her own in a mansion big enough to fit all six of us and a little stability would do wonders for Felicity.

      And the rest of us, too. Annie’s library in our hometown permanently closed last January and thanks to the shrinking local population in our part of Maine, my home renovation business was bringing in less and less money every year.

      We needed a change and had no choice but to evolve, but I never imagined we’d end up in a place like this, with Annie’s future on the line. Or that just a month after moving to this seaside town populated by vampires, shapeshifters, selkies, and other assorted supernatural creatures, I’d know enough about vampire digestion to be sneaking into an eighteenth-century kitchen to spike a bunch of blood goblets with lemon juice.

      Vampires are violently allergic to citrus.

      According to the book I slipped into my purse at our new library yesterday, it won’t kill them, but the oozing sores on their skin will last for weeks. And surely Colin won’t want to get hitched with leaking pustules all over his pretty face. He’ll push back the wedding for at least a month, giving me time to save my sister from his clutches.

      It’s not the most brilliant plan, and I’ll be in deep shit if I’m caught, but right now it’s all I’ve got.

      Turning away from the door, I tiptoe back to the massive wooden food prep station in the center of the room, where three dozen goblets full of blood and wine are sitting on silver trays, ready to be toted out by the servants currently passing hors d’oeuvres for the mortals and champagne for all.

      The first event of the ten day “Hallow-wedding” festivities is the “fealty toast.” The Blackmore vampires will pledge to protect our family, and Annie and I, the only Wonderfully sisters currently in Nightfall, will pledge to dedicate our magic to their service in return.

      Which would sound okay, I guess, if I needed protection from anyone other than the snotty, stuck-up vampires living in their giant estate on the bluffs above town.

      After only a month here, I hate every vamp I’ve had the displeasure to meet with the passion of a thousand, white-hot suns. Colin is a cranky jerk, Baron is a brooding psycho who lives in a swamp at the edge of town for reasons no one has bothered to explain, and Darcy…

      Well, Darcy is a grade A dick of the first order.

      And probably a bedwetter.

      Or he will be, once I spike his blood with citrus. In addition to the sores, lemon plays havoc with vampire digestion. The thought of Darcy, the tall, dark, and condescending trapped on a toilet with his perfectly pressed suit pants around his ankles gives me more joy than it probably should.

      But I never pretended to be a nice girl. I’m the defender of my family, the warrior, and I’m not handing my sister over to a bunch of creepy vampires without one hell of a fight.

      I lean in, giving the closest tray of glasses an experimental sniff and drawing back with a soft gag as the metallic, faintly sweet scent of human blood fills my nose.

      This tray is definitely for the vamps.

      Glancing over my shoulder to ensure I’m still alone, I pull my little squeeze bottle of lemon juice from my purse and lean in. But just as I’m about to pop the top, something whooshes past my face, close enough to ruffle my hair.

      I wince and duck, swallowing the startled sound rising in my throat in hopes that I might still avoid getting caught.

      But it’s too late. A part of me knows that, even before the bat flapping around by my head poofs into a man in a steel gray suit who wraps his massive hand around my neck.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Darcy

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Darcy Blackmore, a vampire who

        doesn’t have time for this shit.

        (Though he will admit that witches, even half-blood witches, smell delicious.)

      

      

      

      Ever stepped out of the bed into a puddle of warm piss that immediately soaked through your socks to squish between your toes?

      Well, I have—my cat is a jealous beast who leaves pee puddles on the floor as punishment when I have a lady friend over for an evening—and I can assure you the experience is identical to most interactions with Blair Wonderfully.

      Unpleasant. Distasteful. And vexing.

      Very vexing.

      Though admittedly, Blaire smells better than cat urine.

      As I lift her, kicking and struggling, into the air by her throat, her fresh-baked-cinnamon bread smell wafts around me, and my stomach growls. I haven’t had cinnamon bread in over two-hundred years or had a craving for anything but blood in nearly as long, but this witch…does things to me.

      Bad things.

      I can’t stand this woman, which makes the urge to lick her every time her mouth-watering scent hits my nose even more irritating.

      So, I let her dangle from my arm, spitting and cussing, for a few more moments before I press her up against the heavy plaster wall on the other side of the kitchen and let go, enjoying her “oof” of surprise as her boots reconnect with the floor.

      But she isn’t surprised for long. She recovers quickly, attempting to dive under my arm and bolt for the door, but I grip her shoulders and hold her fast.

      “Let me go,” she snaps, her face red with fury as she glares up at me, cursing like a sailor.

      Ugh. She’s so…objectionable.

      And nothing like her twin sister.

      Annie is a tall, elegant, well-read woman with flawless skin and a soft-spoken manner that reminds me of my own wife, the one I was forced to abandon, along with our two young children, when I was turned. In another age, Annie would have fit perfectly into high society, whereas this little goblin…

      With her explosion of freckles over every visible inch of skin, muscled arms, and skin that flushes a mottled red whenever she’s angry—which, as far as I can tell, is most of the time—she’s just…impossible. The very worst. Even if her arrival in town hadn’t set a string of highly undesirable events in motion, I would want to toss her off the nearest cliff.

      But I won’t.

      Contrary to what Blaire clearly believes, the Blackmore clan has a strict honor code. We don’t kill for food or entertainment.

      “Quiet,” I mutter, my lip curling as she continues to unleash a string of profanity so salty even the pirates I knew as a younger man would be impressed. “You’re embarrassing yourself. What a mouth.”

      “I’ll show you a mouth,” she spits back, “vampires aren’t the only ones who can bite, you know.” She aims her blunt little teeth at my arm; I trap her jaw with my hand once more, squeezing tight enough to assure her I mean business.

      “Get control of yourself,” I insist. “We don’t have much time. If we want to stop this wedding, we have to be smart about it. And lemon juice isn’t smart. Or effective. We have antidotes to citrus poisoning, which you’d know if you bothered to read the rest of the book you stole from the library.”

      She stills, her brown eyes going wide. “How did you know about that?”

      “I know everything that goes on in this town,” I say, leaving out the fact that I’ve been spying on her in my bat form ever since she and her sister rolled into town to claim their inheritance. “And I know you’re just as displeased about this union as I am.”

      She blinks, but her gaze almost immediately grows suspicious. “Right. That’s why you fawn all over Annie every time we run into you and your brother in town.”

      “I don’t fawn. I’m polite. You should try it sometime, Goblin. Didn’t your mother teach you that you win more flies with honey than vinegar?”

      “I don’t want to catch flies, and I don’t waste my time or energy with assholes. You, my friend, are an asshole. And if you strangle me to death, I assure you I will be coming back to haunt you. And I intend to be one mean ass, door-slamming, sleep-ruining, all around awful ghost.”

      “Shocking,” I say dryly, “considering you’re so delightful in your living form.”

      Her eyes narrow to slits. “The feeling’s mutual, bucko. So let me go.”

      “I’d love to, but unfortunately I think we’re the only two people who realize what a disaster this union will be if it’s allowed to proceed.”

      She snorts. “I don’t believe you. You need this marriage to protect the town.”

      “We need a marriage to protect the town,” I correct. “In order to renew the spell, every hundred years the oldest Wonderfully sister must marry one of the town elders. Colin is one of the possible choices but far from the only one. I don’t know why he was in such a hurry to set his head on the chopping block, but as his brother, it’s my job to help protect him from his own noble intentions.”

      “He’s not really your brother,” Blaire grumbles, her throat working as she fights to swallow past the pressure of my fingers.

      “We were made on the same night,” I say. “And we share a sire. That’s a closer bond than an ignorant creature like you will ever understand, but I assure you I love him with all my heart.”

      She rolls her eyes and mutters, “Love. Right. Like you know a damn thing about that.”

      “I would do anything to ensure Colin’s happiness and well-being,” I continue, ignoring her mumbling, “even go against his wishes, if necessary.” I glance toward the door, knowing we only have a few more minutes before the catering staff comes to fetch the ceremonial goblets. “And it appears necessary. He won’t end the engagement. Not unless we force his hand.”

      “We aren’t going to do anything,” she says. “There is no we. I don’t trust you as far as I could throw you.”

      I arch a brow. “That would be a decent distance, I expect. You’re quite a bruiser, aren’t you?”

      Her lips curve in a patronizing grin. “Insults like that stopped working in second grade, pumpkin. I’m proud of my body and no lanky, knobby-kneed vampire is going to change my mind about that.”

      I grunt. “That’s the most intelligent thing I’ve heard emerge from your foul little mouth.”

      “Not interested in mind games, either.” She exhales and swats at my hand, but I leave it locked around her neck. “Let me go.”

      “Five minutes,” I insist. “Give me five minutes of your open-minded attention and I’ll let you go. If you still don’t believe I want to help you stop this wedding when I’m done, we can part ways as friends.”

      “Never,” she growls. “We will never be friends.” Her gaze darts toward the door. “But yes, fine. I’ll listen. But if I do, you have to keep quiet about the lemon juice. I don’t need a bunch of vampires on my ass for nearly giving them citrus poisoning.”

      “Agreed. Even with the antidote on hand, citrus poisoning isn’t pleasant.” I release her throat, waiting to see that she intends to stay put before I launch into a quick, bare bones explanation that will hopefully be simple enough even for this wee cretin to understand. “Colin was engaged a decade ago, to one of the sirens who lived on the small island you can just make out from the marina. Elyria was the love of his life. He lit up when they were together. She made him happier than I’ve seen him in two hundred years. Happier than he was when he was alive, and back then he had everything to live for.”

      Blaire rubs a hand down her neck, as if wiping away the taint of my touch, before crossing her arms. “So, what happened? Did she call off the wedding?”

      “She was murdered, ripped limb from limb and the pieces left scattered on the docks for Colin to find.”

      She flinches slightly and some of the color drains from her pink face. “I’m sorry. That’s awful. Worse than awful. But if he’s still grieving his other fiancée, then that’s even more reason for him to call things off with Annie. That’s not fair to either of them.”

      “Yes, but he won’t,” I explain. “He’s resigned himself to living without love and somehow used that to justify sacrificing himself—even though there are other bachelor elders about, and we have at least a year before the shield fails. That’s plenty of time for Annie to find someone else, someone capable of giving her the love she deserves. I obviously don’t know you sister well, but she doesn’t seem like the sort of person who will be happy in a marriage of convenience, even if it does secure her family’s place in town.”

      “That’s exactly why she’s doing this. For the rest of us.” Blaire exhales, driving a hand through her thick curls, sending another tantalizing whiff of her signature scent wafting to my nose.

      I swallow hard and will my fangs to remain in hiding. If this woman realizes I want to taste her nearly as much as I want to save my brother, it will only complicate things further. Especially once she’s spent enough time around vampires to realize our hunger is…sexual in nature.

      The only thing more mortifying than realizing I’m attracted to this foul-mouthed little goblin would be her finding out about it.

      “My little sisters are in trouble,” she continues, worry in her voice. “Some worse than others, but they could all use a fresh start, and they’re all low on funds. Annie knows that. She knows that she doesn’t just need to marry a supernatural so we can stay here. She needs to marry someone with the means to help our broke ass family until we can get back on our feet. I told her I can get renovation work and save up the money on my own, but that will take time, and we don’t know how much time some of our sisters have left. Casey, especially. Her boyfriend is such a complete piece of shit, and they have a baby girl who deserves better.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Your mother really did a bang-up job with you girls. Didn’t she?”

      “My mother was a hot mess as a parent,” Blaire says, “but she’s not a bad person. And she was just declared legally dead because she’s been missing for a year and no one can find her body, okay? Flawed or not, I still love her and have feelings about that.”

      “I apologize,” I say, sincerely, realizing I’ve overstepped—I know what it’s like to lose the people you love most—but she waves me off.

      “Don’t waste your breath. I know you don’t mean it. Just stop with the judgy shit and let’s focus on how we’re going to stop the wedding.”

      “You’re on board, then?” A wave of hope eases some of the tension humming through my limbs. “We’ll work together to find another beau for your sister?”

      She nods. “Yeah, sure, or…something. Maybe there’s another way to restore the shield. There’s always more than one way to skin a cat. Just because this is the way it’s always been done doesn’t mean it’s the only way.”

      I frown, but admit, “Perhaps not. I’m open to looking for another path forward.”

      I’m also nearly one hundred percent sure we won’t find one.

      While the Wonderfully sisters were hiding in the woods and Nightfall remained ignorant of their existence, we had to come to terms with the possibility that there might not be a Wonderfully sister to marry off this century. We brought in dozens of witches in an attempt to find a way to renew our shield, but none of them could refresh the spell or duplicate it.

      Whatever magic Willodean Wonderfully used when she established this safe haven from the human world in the seventeenth century, her secrets have been lost to time.

      As much as I hate to admit it, we need these witches, and we need the eldest among them to marry one of our own. I just need to make sure Colin isn’t the one with his head on the marital chopping block.

      Voices sound outside the door and I add in a whisper, “Meet me at my home tomorrow at noon. I’m in the former groundskeeper’s cottage at the edge of the property. Take the path from the beach by Selkie Rock and you won’t be observed.”

      “I’m not delivering myself to your lair like a brunch quiche,” she says with a snort. “How dumb do you think I am?”

      “Moderately dumb,” I answer honestly, “but with street smarts and solid instincts. You can be useful to this mission, assuming you can learn to follow orders.”

      “Follow orders,” she huffs, so outraged, it would be funny if we weren’t about to be discovered. “You’re a piece of work, man. Seriously.”

      “Take my hand,” I say, holding out my palm. “Now,” I insist as the voices outside get closer. “If we’re caught by the staff, word will get back to Colin, and he’ll suspect we’re up to something.”

      “Fine, but—” Her words end in a gasp as her fingers brush mine. I grip her hand tight and magic us both into a puff of mist.

      Mist is a larger drain on my energy than shifting into my bat form, but it’s the best bet for remaining unobserved.

      Blaire fights me the entire way through the open window and across the garden to the equipment shed tucked behind the largest rosebush, managing to be vexing even in mist form.

      When we’re out of sight behind the shed, I release her with a grunt. “A note for next time, don’t fight me,” I say, adjusting my tie as she sags back against the weathered wood, gasping for breath. “If you were able to free yourself from my control while in mist form, you’d evaporate.”

      “Evaporate?” she pants, pressing a hand to her chest.

      “Yes. Your body would never be found.”

      Her eyes widen but almost immediately narrow to angry slits again. “Do anything like that again, and I’ll kill you.”

      I smile. “Noted.”

      “I’m serious,” she says, the quiet rage in her voice lifting the hairs at the back of my neck. This woman might do all right in Nightfall, after all. She has the spunk to make it as a near human in a supernatural community. I bet the wolf shifters will go crazy for her.

      They like their women a little…feral.

      “Noted,” I repeat again, “but for the record, I mean you no harm, Miss Wonderfully. We’re on the same side of the current fight. If you want to spare your sister a life married to a man whose heart belongs to another, I suggest you do your best to remember that.”

      “Fine,” she says, still glaring at me like she’d enjoy separating my flesh from my bones with a potato peeler. “But as soon as we put an end to their engagement, we put an end to this. From that moment on, we don’t talk, we don’t fight, we don’t so much as glance each other’s way in the grocery store. Got it?”

      “I don’t require groceries,” I say dryly. “And if I did, my staff would fetch them for me. But yes, I understand your point, and I couldn’t agree more. The sooner pretending you don’t exist is my new reality, the better.”

      “Awesome,” she seethes.

      “Indeed,” I agree, which only seems to escalate her fit of pique.

      Lifting clawed hands into the air and rolling her eyes toward the heavens, she lets out a long, low growling sound and storms away, wobbling a bit in the grass in her high-heeled boots.

      I watch her go with a smile, actually looking forward to our meeting tomorrow. I wasn’t lying when I said ignoring her sounds delightful.

      But irritating her?

      Well, that’s rather delightful, as well.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thursday, October 23rd

      

      

      

      I wake to the sound of a squawking chicken and fumble for my phone, squinting in the sunlight streaming through my bedroom window. A quick glance at the screen reveals it’s already eleven a.m. and that it’s Cassandra, AKA Casey, calling.

      But I knew that already.

      Casey squawks like a chicken laying an egg when she’s surprised—has ever since she was a baby—leading to a family nickname and my choice of ring tone for my eldest younger sister.

      “Hey,” I mumble, my voice rough with sleep. “What’s up?”

      “Oh shit,” she whispers. “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”

      “Yeah, but it’s fine. I should be up. We were out late at a stupid vampire party, but that’s no excuse for staying in bed all day.”

      She chuckles. “A vampire party? You’re so casual about it now. Does this mean you’re getting used to the idea that monsters are real, and you live in a town chocked full of them?”

      “Ugh. I don’t know. Maybe a little.”

      “Was it a rager?”

      I snort. “No. Just a bunch of people in suits and fancy dresses sipping champagne in the Blackmore’s swanky rose garden.”

      “Sounds cool.” She sighs wistfully. “I wish I could have been there. I hate that I’m missing all the festivities for Annie’s engagement.”

      “Tell me when you want to fly in,” I say, even though I can barely afford plaster to patch the holes in the walls of our new home, let alone a flight from Nevada. But I’ve been dying for an excuse to get Casey away from Manny, her wretched boyfriend, so Annie and I can stage an intervention.

      If she says yes, I’ll find a way to make it work.

      But I know she won’t, even before she sighs again and whispers, “I can’t. Manny’s being even more of a weirdo than usual. If I leave for a week, I probably won’t have a home when I get back. He’ll burn it down or something. I caught him rubbing lighter fluid on his arms last night. Like…what the hell? I thought he was going to set himself on fire, but he said he just liked the way it smelled. Lighter fluid. Who does that?”

      “Manny,” I say flatly. “You deserve better, sis.”

      “Do I though?” she asks with a laugh. “Sometimes, I wonder.”

      I sit up in bed, willing the last of the cobwebs from my sleep fogged brain. “What are you talking about? Of course, you do. You’re smart, hard-working, gorgeous, and funny as hell. Any guy would be lucky to be with you. I’m positive there are literally hundreds of single men in Vegas who would treat you way better.”

      “Manny tries,” she says, defending the loser the way she always does when I’m dumb enough to slide back into this fight we’ve had a dozen times by now. “He adores me, and he’s the father of my child.”

      “When’s the last time he helped buy diapers for Amy, let alone anything else?” I challenge, even though I know better.

      It’s like Manny has some kind of strange power over my usually feisty and self-respecting sister. If we could get her away from him even for a day or two, I think Annie and I would be able to get through to her. But every time we offer to buy her and the baby a bus, train, or plane ticket home to visit, she insists she can’t leave Manny on his own. Like he’s a toddler who can’t be trusted not to hurt himself in her absence.

      Though, considering that lighter fluid story, she might not be too far off on that part. Manny’s always had a weird thing with fire. Weird in that he likes to dance naked around them under the full moon, drinking beers with his equally odd buddies while my sister is at home with the baby or working a double at the casino bar to pay for childcare, utilities, food, and everything else her small family needs.

      As far as I know Manny hasn’t had a job since he was fired from the charcoal company where he worked up until Amy was born.

      “Let’s not do this,” Casey whispers, her voice so soft I have to strain to hear her. “This isn’t why I called. I just wanted to hear how the first engagement event went and make sure Annie was okay.”

      “Define okay,” I mutter, swinging my feet out of bed and crossing to the window, frowning at the cool air that hits my face. I have to get these windows replaced and the frames reinsulated before it gets any colder or I’ll spend a fortune on heat this winter. “And why are you whispering?”

      “The baby’s down for her morning nap,” she says. “I’m in her room. Thanks to the lighter fluid stink, Manny slept on the couch last night, so I can’t call from the living room. But I didn’t want to wait any later. I have to drop her at daycare and be at work in an hour.”

      Rolling my eyes, I bite my lip for a long moment. Once I’m positive I’m not going to call Manny a Fucking Idiot Firebug or something worse, I say, “Annie seemed to have a good time, but I’m standing by my original verdict on this one. It’s a bad idea.”

      “Really?” she asks. “Are you sure? I mean, we all have different things we want in a partner. Maybe Colin isn’t your cup of tea but that doesn’t mean he isn’t hers.”

      “She doesn’t love him, Case,” I say, keeping my own voice soft in the event Annie is awake across the hall. “I’d bet my hands on it. And vampires can’t have children. I checked all the books in the town library. It’s confirmed.”

      Casey makes a sad humming sound. “Oh, man. That sucks. Annie’s always wanted a big family. Did you tell her?”

      “I did.” I shake my head and turn toward the closet, picking my way around the boxes. I don’t want to unpack until I’ve had the chance to refurbish the scarred hardwood floors, but so far, I’ve been too busy brainstorming ways to stop this wedding to even get started. “But she just said Colin had already explained that to her and went back to scraping pennies off the wall in the downstairs bathroom.”

      “Pennies?” Casey laughs. “What’s up with that house?”

      “So many things.” I open the closet door and grab my Carhartt overalls from their hanger. “It’s weird as hell, but cool. It has great bones, a gorgeous attic space, tons of natural light, and top-notch built-in features. When I’m done with the renovation, this gorgeous old lady will be as pretty as she was in her prime. With ten bedrooms and four bathrooms so—”

      “Plenty of room for family to visit or come stay forever,” she cuts in. “Yes, you’ve mentioned that a few times. Amy and I will try to make it there for a winter solstice visit this year, I promise.”

      “Are you sure you can’t come sooner? I know Annie would love to have you at the wedding.”

      If the wedding happens, I add silently.

      I have all my fingers crossed it won’t, but it’s a good excuse to get Casey out from under Manny’s thumb.

      “I really can’t,” she says. “I want to, but Halloween is a big night on the strip. I always make a killing in tips, and I can’t afford to miss out on that. Not with Amy growing so fast. Did I tell you she’s already wearing a size two?”

      I smile. “She’s a beast. Going to be even taller than you are, I bet.”

      Casey also has no idea who her father is—for the most part, my mother excelled at keeping her losers out of our lives—but he’s clearly a different person than the man who sired Annie and me. Casey is nearly six feet tall, towering over even Annie. When I stand next to her in pictures, I look like a different species, one likely descended from dwarves. She’s also half Native American, with glossy black hair that hangs nearly to her waist.

      She could have easily made it as a model or taken her equally gorgeous brain to college and become a vet or an animal trainer, the way she dreamed of when she was a girl.

      Instead, when she was seventeen, she hit the road with her friend’s band. She got her GED first, but that was her final nod to traditional education. Since then, she’s knocked around the country, working various odd jobs, until she eventually ended up in Vegas—and pregnant by Manny.

      She’s been living in his trailer in the desert ever since.

      “Oh, I hope not,” Casey laughs. “Five ten as a woman is already hard. Any taller than that and she’ll never be able to find jeans that fit right. But she’s doing so well. She’s so happy and healthy and growing up strong and really…what more could a mom ask for?” She sighs. “I hate that Annie won’t know what it’s like to have kids of her own.”

      “Maybe,” I say. “But maybe not.”

      “Oh no,” Casey says. “What are you up to, Blaire? I know you think Annie’s making a mistake, but it’s her life. If it is a mistake, it’s hers to make.”

      “She shouldn’t have to sacrifice her happiness for our inheritance. There has to be another way.”

      “But you said she seems happy,” Casey counters. “And maybe she doesn’t love this guy in a swoony, romantic way, but if they’re good friends and share the same values…that could be enough. Not everyone wants hearts and flowers and love that turns your world upside down.”

      “But Annie does,” I say, no doubt in my mind that it’s the truth. I know my twin. And I know I’m doing the right thing going behind her back with Darcy the Dickhead.

      Which reminds me…

      “Shit,” I say, flipping open my suitcase to grab underwear and a long-sleeved tee. “I have to go. I’m meeting a potential client in forty minutes, and I have to get all the way across town.”

      “A client already? That’s exciting, but I’m not surprised. You’re so good, Blaire. Nightfall is going to be counting its lucky stars that you moved to town,” Casey says, cheering me on the way she always does, making me miss her even more.

      “I love you so much,” I say, my throat tight. “Please promise me you’ll think about coming for the wedding. I can find the money for the plane flight and some extra to send home with you to make up for the lost tips.”

      “I love you, too,” she says softly. “And I will think about it, I promise. But remember, we’re always together in spirit. All you have to do is close your eyes and think of me, mama, and I’ll be sending love your way.”

      “Same,” I say. “Talk soon.”

      I end the call and quickly strip out of my pajamas and wiggle into my work clothes. I wasn’t lying to Casey—I do have a client meeting later this afternoon. Sally, one of the owners of the local hair salon, wants new shelves installed by her shampoo station, and offered to pay cash, something that’s fairly rare in this town. The citizens of Nightfall seem to traffic mostly in barters, favors, and the occasional antique coin. But I can’t pay for plane flights—or fuel for the pellet stove—with those. I need human money, and I need it fast. The sooner I can prove to my new neighbors that I have the skills to meet all their home renovation and repair needs, the better.

      But first, to survive my meeting with Darcy the Douchebag.

      I’m ninety percent sure he was serious last night and doesn’t intend to drain me dry and toss my lifeless corpse off the cliffs outside his swanky mansion, but just in case, I leave a note for my still-sleeping sister by the coffee pot downstairs—Headed to Darcy’s to talk about something for one of the engagement events. If I wind up dead, he was totally the one who did it. Love, Blaire—and hustle out the door with my handywoman backpack full of tools and a granola bar.

      Not wanting to get sidelined by chit chat, I avoid the adorable downtown area with its shops and cafes, cutting through the peaceful graveyard to reach the trail leading to the beach.

      Once by the water, a part of me wants to linger by the waves. Before moving to Nightfall, I’d only been to the ocean a handful of times, despite the fact that our cabin was only fifty miles from the coast. But growing up, we only rarely had reliable transportation and there was always so much to do just to keep everyone fed and in clean clothes and mostly out of trouble.

      Before Mom’s lawyer told us about the “catch” on our inheritance, I’d hoped this would be a chance for a fantastic fresh start for the Wonderfully sisters. A chance for us to finally stop scrabbling so hard to survive and just…enjoy the ride a little.

      But I can’t enjoy the ride knowing the price paid for my new life is the death of my sister’s most precious dreams. I have to find another way, and a part of me is stupid enough to believe a two-hundred-year-old vampire with a permanent sneer and shoes that cost more than every item of clothing in my closet combined is going to help with that.

      I should have known better.

      I really should have.

      But by the time I reach the top of the nearly vertical ascent up the trail to his home, I’m covered in sweat, out of breath, and desperate for a drink of water.

      I don’t hesitate to question why his “maid” is wearing a slinky evening dress with a neckline cut so low her cleavage feels vaguely threatening. I’m so worried that her small breasts are about to pop out while she’s drawing me a glass of water, in fact, that I’m not paying attention to the rest of our interaction the way I should.

      I miss the shift in her body language until it’s too late.

      By the time I realize she’s a vampire—and a bite-y one at that—I’m already on the floor, admiring the expert installation of the tile border beneath the dishwasher as her fangs go for my throat.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Darcy

        

      

    

    
      I haven’t overslept in decades.

      But I was up late with Colin, running numbers for the wedding gift he wants to give Annie—a lump sum for her family and a chest filled with priceless jewelry and first edition books—and didn’t get tucked into my bed in the cottage basement until nearly daybreak.

      And then rest wouldn’t settle in my bones. I was plagued by regret for not realizing my brother was planning to sacrifice himself until it was too late and the vague feeling that something wasn’t right in my home.

      Now, as I burst from the basement, racing with supernatural speed toward the sounds of a scuffle in the kitchen, I realize exactly where that “not right” feeling was coming from.

      “Janet, stop!” I boom, making my ex flinch and glance over her shoulder with a guilty expression. Her fangs are out, and her entire body tensed to strike, but she hasn’t started to feed just yet.

      Thank God.

      If Blaire Wonderfully’s blood were spilled on my watch, my brother would never forgive me. He made it clear last night that he intends to protect these women like his own and that he wants my help spreading the word around town that anyone who trifles with the sisters will answer to the Blackmore clan.

      Reaching down, I circle Janet’s elbow with my fingers and haul her off the much shorter woman beneath her.

      The moment she’s free, Blaire scrambles to her feet, snatches a knife from the block on the island, and points it at Janet’s chest. “I thought I told you I wasn’t a breakfast quiche, asshole,” she shouts, her breath coming faster as Janet lunges forward, fangs once again aimed at Blaire’s neck.

      “Stop it,” I say through clenched teeth, gripping both of her elbows from behind and dragging her toward the door.

      “But she smells so good,” Janet whines, “and you always used to share your humans with me. Please, Darcy. Take me back. I’m sorry about the thing with Steve. He was just a bit of fun. You’re the one I want to be with.”

      “I don’t care what you want, Janet,” I say, opening the door and letting out a sharp whistle. “And I don’t care what you did or didn’t do with Steve. I told you when we first started seeing each other that I’m not interested in anything long term.”

      “But you didn’t mean it,” she says, pale pink tears streaming down her cheeks as she contemplates the bright autumn day outside. “You aren’t going to toss me into the sun, are you?”

      “You invaded my sanctuary,” I rumble, angry enough to keep her in suspense about her fate for a little longer. “By vampire law, I have every right to force you into the sun.”

      “I’ll die if you do, Darcy,” she says, sobbing so hard now that her breasts threaten to leap from the neck of the ridiculous dress she’s wearing. “I’m not strong enough to survive the trip across the lawn to the main house. I haven’t fed yet. If you’re going to do this, at least let me feed on your human first so I have a chance.”

      “I’m not his anything,” Blaire says from the doorway leading into the kitchen, her knife still in hand. “And if you get those fangs anywhere near me again, I will carve out your heart and feed it to the hummingbirds in my backyard.”

      A sharp meow sounds from behind her and a moment later, Guinevere, my notoriously jealous black cat, who has hated every woman I’ve brought home since she was a kitten, slinks from the kitchen to wind around Blaire’s feet, purring as she rubs against the rough-looking fabric of her overalls.

      Blaire glances down, nodding at the cat before she shifts her focus back to Janet. “Or I can feed it to the cat. She says she wouldn’t mind getting in on that action.”

      My brows shoot up but before I can comment, Vivian appears outside the door, a giant black umbrella held overhead. “You called?” the petite blonde asks, shooting a judgmental look between Janet and myself. Vivian has been a loyal Blackmore servant for decades and has earned the right to be pissy with me for disturbing her routine with my personal affairs.

      But this time it truly isn’t my fault.

      “She was hiding here without my permission,” I explain, “and attacked my guest. Please escort her to the main house and lock her in the deprivation chamber for the rest of the day.”

      “No, please,” Janet warbles. “I’m descended from a noble line, too, Darcy. It isn’t fair. How was I supposed to know the little bitch was off-limits?”

      “Watch your mouth,” I say, shoving her under the umbrella beside Vivian. “From now on, you’ll speak respectfully to our guests. And if you enter my home without permission again, you won’t leave it alive. Same if you lay a hand on Blaire or interfere with her or her family in any way. Make that mistake and I promise it will be your last.”

      Rage flashes in her eyes, but I don’t regret the words. And I’ve already wasted enough time with old lovers who refuse to accept that our time together is over.

      I thank Vivian and shut the door, turning back to find Blaire watching me with narrowed eyes. “I don’t need you to defend me. Or my sister.”

      “So, the next time I find a hungry vampire on top of you, I should leave her there?”

      She wrinkles her nose, Guinevere meows, and Blaire lowers her knife to her side with a sigh. “You have a point, Punky.” She squats down, scratching Gwen behind the ears, summoning an even deeper purr from the scoundrel.

      “You can understand her?” I ask, leaning against the door as I watch my usually devoted pet rub all over Blaire’s leg like her hideous overalls are covered in cat nip.

      “Yeah, can’t you?” She shoots me a confused look before Gwen meows again and Blaire’s forehead smooths with a soft laugh. “Never mind, she says you can’t, but that she likes you anyway. Even though you gave her a dumbass name. Her name’s Punky, by the way, not Guinevere. And she wants you to know she prefers fresh salmon over the canned stuff.”

      “Well, I prefer cats who don’t pee on the floor every time I have a friend over to spend the night,” I counter. “And Guinevere is a dignified name.”

      Gwen—Punky now, apparently—flicks her tail and shoots me a devious glance from the corners of her deep green eyes before sashaying past me to the stairs leading down to my bedroom, presumably to leave another piss puddle on the floor to prove she’s the queen of this castle and will do as she pleases.

      “If you do anything outside your litter box, it’ll be canned salmon for you for a week,” I call after her, before adding in a mumble, “Traitorous beast.”

      Blaire laughs, a light musical sound that’s unexpectedly lovely.

      I turn back to her, surprised to see her looking softer, less guarded than she’s ever been with me before.

      “Have you always been able to talk to animals?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “No. Never. Guess that’s something I should talk to my witch tutor about when she gets back in town. Maybe I do have some natural magic swimming around in my veins, after all. You should get her that fresh salmon, by the way. She’s an excellent character reference.”

      My brows lift again. “Really? What did she say?”

      “That I can trust you. That she’s never seen you hurt a soul and that…” She trails off with a shrug. “Well, some other stuff.”

      “Such as?”

      She exhales, rolling her eyes as she adds, “She said you have magical petting hands. But since I’m not a cat and have zero interest in your hands, that’s not really relevant, is it?”

      Ignoring the odd flash of disappointment inspired by her words, I agree, “No, it isn’t. But thank you. For sharing what she said. She’s…important to me.”

      “I can tell. And you’re welcome.” She nods over her shoulder toward the kitchen. “Shall I put this knife away and we can get down to business? Or do you have other murderous exes hiding out in the living room?”

      My lips curve. “Not that I know of, no. I’m sorry that happened. Truly. And I know you’re a strong woman, but that doesn’t mean you don’t need friends and allies. Especially in this town.”

      “That’s what Punky said.” She arches a brow. “And she said you’re a good egg, so we’ll see. Help me save our siblings from a miserable marriage and who knows…maybe we can be friends. Crazier things have probably happened. Right?”

      I smile. “Not to my immediate knowledge, but I’m sure you’re right.”

      She laughs again and for a moment I can see how beautiful she would be if she made any effort at all with her personal toilette. She might even be more stunning than her sister. Not my type at all, of course, but I feel compelled to admit—at least to myself—that she isn’t a goblin.

      And that she actually seems to be a good egg herself.

      Though I do have one question…

      “Not to throw a wrench in our truce,” I say, as I follow her back into the kitchen, “but you don’t seem like a person who trusts easily. Is there a reason you so quickly decided my cat is a reliable character reference?”

      She fits the knife into the block and slides it in before turning to meet my gaze. “Why would she lie? Especially when you can’t understand what she’s saying? She could have told me to stab you in the heart and you would have had no clue.” She bobs a shoulder. “And I’ve always liked cats. Annie and I had the sweetest cat when we were little. Persimmon would sleep on our feet in the winter so they wouldn’t get cold when Mom forgot to bring in wood and the fire went out in the cabin.”

      Sympathy for those cold little girls rises inside my chest. “Well, you’ll both be safe and warm here. We take care of our own in Nightfall. We may not always get along, but no one goes without food or fuel for their fire.”

      Her gaze cools. “Thanks, but like I said, we can take care of ourselves. At least with stuff like that. And with bad vamps, too. I lowered my guard with Janet, but I won’t make that mistake again. Annie is naïve enough to believe all the stuff about the vampires here being tame and trustworthy, but I’m fully aware that I’m food to you.”

      I start to protest, but she lifts a hand and presses on, “Maybe we’ll be friends someday, sure. But I’ll still be food. That’s never going to change. And it’s one of the big reasons I need to get my sister out of this engagement. If Colin ends up making her into one of you, if he turns my sister into a predator who will always be tempted to feed on her own family, I will never forgive him. Or you.”

      “Never is a very long time,” I say, my heart twisting as memories of my family’s faces rise in my mind, still as clear as they were the day I realized I couldn’t go home again without being a danger to them. “But I hear you. And I agree. Annie should remain mortal and single and free to find a more suitable partner. We just need to make it clear to her that there are other options, men who are a far better match to her personality and temperament. With a little help from you, I think we can make that happen. Maybe even tonight.”

      She reaches back, hooking her palms on the counter and hopping up to sit on top of it. When she’s settled, she claps her hands. “Sounds good. But fair warning, we’re going to need a man who can have kids. That’s important to Annie and probably the easiest way to get her to call things off. She’s always wanted a family of her own.”

      I nod. “Perfect. The two men I have in mind are both shifters, but they’re capable of siring children with a witch or half-witch. Though chances are the offspring would be shifters, as well. Would that be a problem for your sister? Having shifter children? If so, there’s a merman on the council of elders but he spends most of his time in the ocean. He isn’t the most sociable person or particularly charming upon first meeting.”

      Blaire frowns. “Yeah, I’m going to say no on the merman and yes on the shifters. At least for now. Mostly because I’m confused about how a man with a fish tail is able to make babies and because Annie is afraid of the water. She never learned to swim.”

      “Mer-people have legs when they’re on land,” I say, lips hooking up on one side, “as well as all the necessary baby-making parts.”

      “Huh. Good to know,” she says, her cheeks flushing pink.

      “Are you blushing?” I ask, enjoying this chink in her tough-girl armor.

      “No,” she scoffs. “At least not for the reason you think. The truth is…” She exhales and drags a hand through her hair. “You can’t tell anyone about this, okay? If I tell you? Not even Colin or any of your other brothers. It stays between us. Top secret.”

      I nod. “All right. I promise.”

      She pulls in a breath and confesses in a rush, “Annie’s never had sex. I know that seems weird, since she’s thirty-four and everything, but we led a very isolated life. There were only a few boys in the village near our cabin and we’d known them our entire lives. They were like our brothers. But Annie is a homebody. She never wanted to join the rest of us when we went boy hunting in other towns. She was happy with her books and her quilting club and—anyway.” She shakes her head. “The point is she doesn’t know how important sexual compatibility is to a relationship. She has no idea that not all kisses or touches or butt squeezes are created equal. She doesn’t know that her fiancé’s touch should make her tingle all over and that if it doesn’t, that’s a problem. A big one.”

      “So, Colin…” I lean against the cabinet beside her as I add in a softer voice, “He doesn’t make her tingle?”

      She shakes her head. “No. I don’t think so. No offense to him, he’s a good-looking guy and is okay to be around when he’s not in a bad mood, but…you know how it is. Tingles don’t always make sense.”

      My gaze travels over her frizzy curls, sweat stained shirt, and mannish overalls. “No,” I murmur, “they most certainly don’t.”

      When my gaze returns to hers, she’s smiling a knowing, almost sympathetic smile.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” she says, glancing down to her knees. “I’m just…” She lifts her eyes again, sending a sizzle across my skin as her gaze locks with mine. “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

      “Me, too,” I say. “Though I confess I have no idea which of the eligible men in town will be to your sister’s taste.”

      She waves a hand. “Leave that to me. Just point me toward the two shifters tonight. I’ll be able to tell if either of them has potential. She needs someone soft-spoken, but intense, who loves to read and think and share ideas as much as she does. And with intense, moody brown eyes, I think. Like one of the heroes from her gothic novels.”

      Colin loves all of those things and possesses a fine pair of moody eyes—though they’re blue not brown—but I don’t mention this to Blaire. Colin and Annie might share a love of books, but that isn’t enough to sustain a marriage, and this meeting isn’t about finding areas where they’re compatible.

      I hold my tongue as she rattles off a few other traits she thinks might get her sister’s tingles going and agree to meet her at dusk at the renovated barn near downtown. It’s where we hold the harvest celebration every year and where Colin and Annie will make their first joint offering to the earth mother at the bonfire tonight.

      With the meeting set, she hops off the counter and collects her pack from the floor near the island. “All right. I’ll see you then. If I’m a few minutes late, don’t worry. I’m installing shelves for Sally this afternoon. I don’t think it will take more than a couple of hours, but that depends on whether she was able to get the materials on the list I gave her or if I have to swing into the hardware store myself.”

      Trailing her to the backdoor leading out to the patio and the bluff trail, I ask, “But you will make time to shower and change into something more suitable, I presume.”

      She turns back to me with her hand on the door. “Why are vampires so obsessed with fashion? It’s weird.”

      “I’m not obsessed with fashion; I’m concerned about your smell.”

      “I don’t smell,” she says, propping a fist on her hip. “I wear deodorant and—”

      “And it doesn’t work,” I cut in. “Even now, after your hike up the hill, your scent is more intense and provocative than it was last night. And we want these men focused on your sister’s charms, not your own. If you understand my meaning.”

      She looks genuinely confused for another moment, then the blush returns to her cheeks. “Are you… You mean…” She lowers her voice as she adds, “You guys think my sweat stink is…sexy?”

      “I don’t,” I lie. “But werewolves are just like puppies, eager to stick their nose into the spiciest crotch.”

      “Ew,” she says, her lip curling. “I resent the implication that my crotch is spicy, but yes, I’ll shower and change clothes. And put on extra deodorant. Just in case.”

      “Don’t bother. I’ll bring some lavender for you to tuck into your purse. Shifters don’t care for the smell.”

      Blaire nods and turns the nob. “All right. You’re the expert on supernatural stuff, but I’m the expert on Annie, okay? If I say a guy isn’t going to work, that’s it. You trust me and we move on to the next one. Got it?”

      I give a mock salute.

      She laughs again and pokes a teasing finger into my stomach through my linen shirt. “I actually kind of like you when you’re taking orders. Later, D.”

      She turns, jogging out into the sunlight before I can tell her that I like her when she’s flirting with me. Which is absolutely for the best. No matter how nice that teasing little finger between my abs felt, Blaire Wonderfully is the absolute last woman I should be thinking about sleeping with.

      She’s off-limits for so many reasons, I’m exhausted just thinking about them.

      Or maybe that’s just my lack of rest talking.

      Making my way downstairs, I settle into bed and close my eyes. A moment later, Punky is curled up beside me, purring happily.

      “Don’t tell that woman all my secrets, cat,” I murmur. “Remember where your bread is buttered.”

      She purrs louder in response, cat laughing at me, I’m sure.

      I would be laughing myself if anything about the current predicament were funny. Or if we had more than nine days to stop Colin and Annie from making the biggest mistake of their lives.

      But we don’t, and Blaire and I both need to stay sober, sane, and focused on the dilemma at hand.

      It’s my last conscious thought before I slip into a rest filled with dreams of Blaire Wonderfully with her lips on mine and her incredible scent swirling all around me.
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      I run late at Sally’s and end up sprinting back across town, my tool pack bouncing heavily on my back, ensuring I’m once again soaked with fresh sweat by the time I burst through our crumbling garden gate and dash up the walk.

      As I take the steps two at a time, my sister calls out from the shade of the far side of our wide (also crumbling) front porch, “Blaire, come say hi to Sophie. She’s the town’s head librarian and teaches quilting classes on Sunday mornings at the community center.”

      “How perfect is that? Are you sure you two aren’t twins?” I ask as I dump my pack by the front door and pick my way around the rotten boards to the wicker couch. When I see Sophie and Annie side by side, I do a double take. “Wow, for real,” I say, stunned by the resemblance. From their light brown hair and dusting of freckles to their pale green eyes, the two of them look more like sisters than Annie and I ever have.

      “Weird, right?” Annie scoots over to make space for me beside her on new flowered cushions she must have made while I was out hammering shelves. “And her birthday is December twenty-third, too.”

      “But a year earlier than the two of you,” Sophie says in a sweet, cozy voice that is quintessential librarian. “And my mom’s a wyvern shifter, not a witch.” She must read my confused expression because she quickly adds, “Like a dragon but with only two legs.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m doing my best to educate myself, but there’s a serious learning curve.”

      “Oh, absolutely,” Sophie agrees. “And don’t apologize. There aren’t many wyverns left and most of us still live in England. My entire extended family is over there. I just got back from visiting them yesterday, in fact.” Her gentle gaze sharpens on mine as she adds, “But I understand Fern’s been helping you with your research and getting you everything you need?”

      “Um, yeah, she’s been great,” I say, waving Annie off as she pats the cushion beside her again. “No, I love you too much to sit next to you right now. I’m sweaty from pounding nails all day. I need to shower and head out. I have a couple of things I want to take care of before the harvest celebration starts.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Annie says, worry tightening her forehead. “Sophie was just warning me to be careful about exercising in public for a while.”

      “Just until everyone gets used to having witches in town again,” Sophie says. “There’s no reason to be seriously concerned—most of us are harmless. But like I was telling Annie, witches have a unique scent. A lot of supernaturals find it pretty…tempting.”

      “We’re like freshly baked croissants,” Annie says with an amused wiggle of her brows. “Or cinnamon rolls.”

      “Or a steak fresh off the grill with a perfect light sear,” Sophie says, a dreamy quality in her voice that prompts me to make a mental note to keep an eye on her. Sweet librarian or not, a woman who can turn into a dragon—even if she only has two legs—is someone who should be engaged with caution.

      “And that campground at the edge of town is a no-fly zone,” Annie continues. “Apparently the loners and outcasts don’t always abide by the town rules about keeping your teeth and claws off people who don’t want to be your afternoon snack.”

      “Shocking,” I say dryly.

      “No, really,” Sophie says, her eyes now wide and serious. “That’s where the vampires who were cast out of the clans live. Most of them aren’t nice people. The pixies live out that way, too, and they have zero self-control, especially when they’re swarming at dusk. Honestly, I’d recommend the two of you stay indoors after dusk for a while, unless you’re with your fabulous fiancé of course.” Sophie giggles and nudges Annie’s shoulder with hers. “You are so lucky. Colin is such a sexy sweetheart.”

      My brows shoot up my forehead. “Really? He doesn’t seem…cranky to you?”

      Sophie blinks in confusion. “Colin? No, he’s a doll.” Her lips pucker. “Baron can be a bit of a grouch, but he’s tender-hearted underneath it all. He’s just been through a lot in his afterlife, the poor lamb.”

      I’m curious about Baron, the silent swamp dweller, but I’m more curious about another Blackmore and I’m running low on time. “What about Darcy? Good egg or bad?”

      Sophie presses a hand to her chest, making the silky bow on her white blouse flutter as she sighs. “Oh good. Very good. And bad, but in a good way. Or so I hear from the women he’s dated.”

      “Huh,” I say, crossing my arms. “So, he has a reputation with the ladies?”

      “Well, of course,” Sophie says. “Just look at him.”

      “I’d rather not,” I say, making Annie roll her eyes as I do my best not to think about Darcy’s broad shoulders, sleepy blue eyes, or the way his full lips tempt me—when they’re not pruned in disapproval of my “goblin” ways of course.

      “Blaire isn’t a fan of vampires,” she explains, shooting me a stern look, “but she’s working on being more open-minded, aren’t you, sister dearest?”

      I’m actually working on ignoring how obnoxiously pretty Darcy is and the way my blood rushed over his sexy self in his kitchen this morning, but Annie doesn’t need to know that. “Sure,” I say, backing toward the door. “Nice to meet you, Sophie. I’ll see you at the harvest festival?”

      “You will,” Sophie chirps. “And I’ll see you at the library?” Again, there’s an oddly pointed edge in her tone, making me wonder if someone ratted me out about stealing that book. I would have just checked it out along with the rest of my research materials, but I didn’t want to leave a trail that might connect me to the vampire poisoning last night.

      But since the poisoning didn’t go down as planned, there’s no reason to hang on to the volume now.

      “Sure thing,” I tell Sophie, forcing a smile. I’ll get that book back in the collection as soon as possible, but first I have a wedding to foil and a sister to introduce to the delights of mutual attraction.

      Crossing my fingers that one of the shifter elders Darcy has in mind will be a good fit for Annie—and that I’ll be able to get her alone with him tonight if so—I charge up the stairs and into the shower. Like most things in our new home, the third-floor bath is a not-at-all-delightful mixture of odd and dysfunctional. The toilet is so close to the shower that I have to straddle the bowl while I open the door, and the drain cover is an antique carved from whalebone, screwed into the shower floor that I swear I hear singing when the water’s running.

      Or maybe there’s something living down there in the pipes that enjoys singing in the shower…

      The thought is disturbing—I don’t want anyone or anything under me while I’m buck naked and vulnerable, not even a sassy cockroach—but I add it to my rapidly growing list of “Shit to Do Once this Marriage is Canceled” and ignore the faint soprano warbling emerging from the drain as I wash my hair.

      I dress in a plain long-sleeved brown sweater dress, knee-high white socks, and my brown boots, and head for my bedroom door. At the last moment, however, I reverse course and reach for my small makeup bag. Standing in front of the full-length mirror in the corner of the room—the one so heavy I haven’t tried to move it from its original position—I brush on a quick dash of blush, sweep mascara onto my lashes, and smooth on a coat of deep berry lip stain.

      Setting the makeup on the bureau, I step back, taking in my reflection. I will never be a beauty, but I look pretty good tonight.

      Not that I care, of course. Or that it matters.

      My job is to vet suitors for Annie, not engage in flirtation myself. And if I were going to flirt, it wouldn’t be with a tall, dark, and infuriating vampire.

      I still can’t stand Darcy, I remind myself as I grab my purse and head downstairs, calling out a goodbye to Annie who’s now taking her turn in her private, not-quite-as-creepy shower. (She hasn’t heard any singing from her drain, but she swears the nightlight turns on at three a.m. every morning—even though she unplugged it and it’s currently sitting on the window ledge by her toilet.)

      Darcy’s cat is adorable, and I believe her claims that he’s not all bad, but that doesn’t mean he’s good for me. As a potential friend—yes, I’m sure we’ll get along just fine, if he can manage to stop calling me a goblin for five minutes. As anything more than a friend—hell to the fuck no.

      After the disaster with Leon seven years ago, I’ve learned my lesson about gorgeous, enigmatic men. They’re trouble and as soon as the chips are down, they’re out the door, leaving you alone to grieve the loss of the guy you thought was The One.

      Shaking thoughts of my ex from my head, I hurry down the front porch steps and out the gate, turning right to head toward downtown. As I pass the overgrown hydrangea in the corner of the yard, I think I see something move behind the drooping blossoms.

      I pause, squinting into the bush, not wanting to leave Annie alone if there’s something lurking in our yard. Now that I know my sister also smells like a tasty morsel to the bloodsuckers and other predators in this town, I intend to be even more careful about leaving her alone after dusk, even for short periods of time.

      But after a closer inspection of the bush—squatting to peek up into the branches from below—I don’t see anything to worry about. Just a few webs and a fat mama spider who looks big enough to do some damage if you intruded on her lair. But when it comes to creepy crawlies, I believe in live and let live, as long as they aren’t in my bedroom or yodeling in my shower.

      “I should ask Darcy about that,” I mutter as I stand, hitching my purse strap back on my shoulder. He’s been here since the 1800s. I’m sure he knows just about everything about Nightfall and then some.

      It could be good to have a friend like him, assuming the truce between us lasts.

      But it probably won’t.

      Sure, he was a decent monster this morning and kept his ex from slurping up my yummy witch blood, but he’s still a stuffy, snotty old vampire who finds me boorish and repulsive. And despite the tingle situation last night and this morning, I feel the same way about him.

      My body might want to climb Darcy like a tree and make out with his cranky face, but my brain is not on board. And as a reasonable woman who has always put family and work first, my brain calls the shots.

      But as I cross the lawn in front of the refurbished barn downtown, lifting a hand to the catering staff carrying the tables for the feast through the wide, open doors, my pulse spikes as I spot Darcy. He’s leaning against the wood planks at the back of the structure. It’s just after dusk and the pink light lingering in the air gives his skin a warm glow while setting off the elegant lines of his body in his three-piece suit.

      It’s a dark gray tweed with a wine-colored vest and a matching tie that looks expensive but charming. Like something from another age that’s been lovingly cared for and only pulled from his closet for special occasions.

      Basically, he looks like an eighteenth-century snack and mama skipped lunch today.

      As I stop beside him, my stomach rumbles, but it’s the pulse throbbing low in my body that I’m most concerned about. For all I know, Darcy’s sensitive vampire ears will pick up on it and realize that in addition to finding him irritating, I also want to ravage him up against the side of this barn.

      Argh, why has my dormant sex drive decided to wake up now?

      And for this man of all people?

      Not only would starting something with Darcy be a bad idea for personal reasons—it would be hard to insist Annie’s making a mistake hooking up with a vampire if I’m messing around with one myself—but I don’t want to like him. I really don’t. And he sure as hell isn’t interested in me. Judging by gorgeous Janet and her tiny body, his tastes run more snarky supermodel than tomboy next door.

      Clearing my throat, I press a hand to my stomach, “Sorry. Missed lunch.”

      He arches a brow. “Would you like me to fetch you something from inside?” He lifts his nose, scenting the air before he adds, “The cheese plates and rolls are out. And there’s usually a bowl of apples, too.”

      I shake my head. “No, thanks. I’m fine. We should get scouting. Annie was in the shower when I left, but she won’t be far behind me. She wanted to get here early to help with the decorations, since the town was nice enough to let her and Colin combine their event with the harvest celebration.”

      “We pay for the celebration every year,” Darcy says. “But yes, it was still kind of them.” He glances down at my dress, sending another flash of unwelcome awareness pulsing through my veins. “You look…civilized this evening.”

      I clear my throat again. “Um, thanks. You, too.” Then, like the smooth operator I am, I let out an awkward snort-laugh and trip over my own boot, stumbling a few steps to the left before righting myself again.

      Maybe Darcy’s right. Maybe I am a goblin.

      “Sorry,” I mutter again, shaking my head. “I’m nervous. I’ve never tried to set Annie up with anyone before. She was always happy to skip out on dating and I was happy to let her. Honestly, until we moved here, and she hooked up with Colin, I wasn’t sure she was into men. Or…anyone, really.”

      “Well, fingers crossed she does prefer men, in general, and one of the eligible ones we’ll send her way in particular,” he says. “But if she is gay or perhaps asexual, that’s even more reason to call off the wedding. No one should be forced into an intimate relationship that goes against their preferences.”

      Brows lifting, I nod. “Agreed.”

      “You sound surprised,” he says, stepping away from the barn, once again towering over me now that he isn’t leaning against the wood planks.

      “As far as I can tell, it doesn’t seem like vampires are super interested in respecting people’s preferences. What with you and all your brothers being turned against your will and Janet pouncing first and asking if I wanted to be her human blood bag later…”

      His eyes darken. “Things were different when we were turned, and Janet won’t bother you again. I promise you that.” He rests a hand lightly at the small of my back, making the tingling and pulsing-in-embarrassing-places situation even worse. “Come, let me introduce you to Trevor and Paul. I asked them to meet me at the edge of the wood to help fetch a few logs to add to the bonfire.”

      Doing my best to ignore the heat spreading from his cool hand to every inch of my traitorous skin, I let him lead the way through the open meadow behind the barn, where a giant pile of wood is already piled in the center of a stone circle and tiny lights are swirling above it.

      I’m about to ask what the lights are when Darcy curses softly beneath his breath and turns to me.

      Before I can so much as flinch, his hand is tangled in the hair at the base of my neck and his lips are on my throat, making my pulse slam dance beneath my skin with a mixture of fear, confusion, and good old-fashioned lust.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Darcy

        

      

    

    
      I only intend to touch her for a moment, just long enough to leave my scent on her skin and hopefully keep the fucking pixies off of her.

      But the moment my lips brush against her throat, I’m lost.

      Dizzied. So intoxicated I can’t resist lingering for a long moment, inhaling the heady scent of her as I drag my lips down her throat and her pulse throbs faster.

      My fangs descend but even more troubling than that loss of control is the erection swelling behind my fly and the thoughts racing through my head.

      I want nothing more than to transform us both to mist, sweep her deep into the shadows of the forest, and put us back together again without clothes, without distance, without anything between her skin and my tongue. I want to kiss my way down her throat to her full breasts, to discover the sounds she makes when I tease her tight nipples, to hear her blood rush as I make her come on my tongue seconds before I sink into her softness.

      I want my fangs buried in the crook of her neck, my cock tunneling between her legs, and her sweetness flowing down my throat as I make her come again and again. The images dancing behind my closed eyes are so graphic, so intense that I can’t suppress the shudder that rocks through me. Blaire tips her head back in response and presses closer with a needy sigh that makes me think she feels it, too, this wild attraction.

      This stupid attraction.

      I can’t get involved with this woman, not even if I wanted to, which I don’t. She’s not remotely my type and I’m clearly not hers. The sex might indeed be hot as hell, but in the end, we’d bring each other nothing but misery, and I’ve had enough of that to last twelve lifetimes.

      Holding my breath—the better to keep her mouth-watering scent from driving me even more mad—I wrench my face from her throat and my hand from her hair.

      Gulping in fresh air, I say, “Pixies. They bite.”

      Looking as dazed as I feel, she mumbles, “So do vampires.”

      “No, I mean…” I motion over my shoulder toward the pixie lights swirling above the unlit fire. “They’re like insects. All instinct, no reason. They smell something they like and swarm in to feed. They don’t usually kill their prey, but a pixie attack isn’t something to be taken lightly.” I glance at her throat, swallowing hard and forcing my gaze back to her eyes before I add, “But they know better than to attack a human who’s been marked by a larger predator. My scent should keep them away from you for the rest of the night.”

      She nods loosely. “Oh. Okay.” She frowns and shakes her head with a tight laugh. “I really need a crash course in everything Nightfall. You guys should have an orientation program in place or something.”

      “Perhaps. But to be fair, most people don’t come here ignorant of who or what they are,” I remind her, “or of the supernatural world. Your mother was an outlier, choosing to keep her offspring so completely in the dark.”

      Blaire’s forehead furrows. “I know. And I understand my mother as well as just about anyone, but I still can’t figure out why she did what she did. Why she would leave a place where she had support and a big house with plenty of room, to raise us alone in a tiny cabin in the woods. Was she trying to protect us? Herself?” Her eyes lock tighter on mine as she adds, “Or was it something else that made her leave Nightfall?”

      I motion toward the edge of the woods. “I’m not sure. I didn’t know your mother well, but Paul might have some insight to offer. His father was close with your mother when they were young.”

      We start walking again just as a breeze gusts across the lawn, granting me a brief respite from Blaire’s scent. By the time we reach the circle of stumps where the two shifters are waiting for us a few hundred feet up the trail, I’ve managed to get both my fangs and my cock under control.

      But Trevor still shoots me a strange look as I make the introductions, seeming to sense that something isn’t quite right.

      You have no idea, friend, I think to myself as I force a smile.

      My ever-growing attraction to this completely inappropriate and not-remotely-my-type woman is not only unprecedented, but dangerous. It will be a hell of a lot harder to convince my brother marrying a half-breed witch is a bad idea if he knows I’ve been balls deep in her sister.

      But fuck…

      I desperately want to be balls deep in this woman, want it so bad a soft, but fiercely territorial, voice in my head growls as Paul pulls her in for a warm, friendly hug, saying, “Wow, you look just like your mom. She used to babysit me when I was a tiny kid. She was my favorite. Always made caramel corn and let me eat as much as I wanted. And she played the best records.”

      Blaire pulls back with a laugh, her cheeks flushed in a way that makes me want to strangle Paul even more. “Yeah, Mom was the best about things like that. She let us pig out on Halloween candy every year. We’d stay up until midnight binging on chocolate and tossing the wrappers into the fire and making wishes. She said candy wishes were guaranteed to come true.”

      Paul’s expression softens. “I’m so sorry she’s still missing. Hopefully she’s out there somewhere. With Willow…” He smiles. “Well, I wouldn’t put it past her to pop back up when you least expect it with one hell of a story to tell.”

      Blaire nods. “Totally. That’s Mom.” She lets out a breath and extends a hand to Trevor. “Nice to meet you, too, Trevor. I’ve heard great things.”

      Has she? I suddenly wonder. From where?

      I’ve been spying on her for weeks, but I can’t be everywhere all of the time and the daylight hours are obviously off-limits.

      Promising the jealous voice in my head that I’ll figure out what she’s heard about the two pack leaders in town later, I say, “Trevor’s great uncle was married to a Wonderfully sister. I haven’t traced the genealogy, but you two likely have a few relatives in common.”

      “But if we’re cousins, we’re definitely the kissing kind,” Trevor says, making me want to punch the tiger shifter in the face and toss him onto the bonfire for daring to flirt with the wrong sister.

      When Blaire giggles at his cheeky wink and too-long handshake, I want to tell the other men to fuck right off and that I’ll deal with the logs on my own. But two minutes is hardly enough time for Blaire to judge whether one of the pack leaders is a good fit for her sister.

      I’ve resigned myself to a half hour spent watching the three of them test the flirtation waters, when Blaire suddenly turns back to me and says, “Well, I’ll let you three get to the log toting. I should run back and catch Annie before she gets to the barn, warn her that Colin should rub his spit on her neck or whatever.” She glances back toward Paul and Trevor, explaining, “To keep the pixies away. That’s a real thing, right? And not just Darcy’s idea of a fun prank to play on the newbie in town?”

      Paul laughs. “No, it’s a real thing. And you should definitely warn your sister. The pixies don’t usually come to town gatherings, so Colin might not realize she needs protection.”

      “And Darcy isn’t much of a prankster,” Trevor says, his golden eyes glittering, “I’ll never forget the solstice your kids thought it would be fun to toss rotten pumpkins at all the houses with their porch lights off. I thought your head was literally going to explode.”

      “Your kids?” Blaire asks, her eyes going wide.

      I wave her off and shoot a hard look Trevor’s way. “Not mine. They’re wards of our clan I work with occasionally. And no, I’m not a prankster. I lost my patience for juvenile humor around my sixth decade.” I step closer to Blaire, resting a hand on her back. “I’ll escort Blaire to find her sister and return in a moment.”

      “You don’t have to, mate,” Paul says, nodding toward the large pile of logs to his left. “We can take care of it. You just need that pile brought down to the bonfire, right?”

      I assure him that, yes, that’s all, thank him and Trevor for their help, and bite my tongue until Blaire and I are far enough down the path to be out of earshot.

      When we’re on our way back across the lawn, I mutter with thinly concealed irritation, “Does your sister have an issue with shifters you neglected to mention this morning?”

      “No, but neither of them is a good fit for Annie,” she says, with such confidence my fangs start to feel stabbier for reasons aside from lust.

      “And how exactly did you come to that conclusion less than five minutes after making their acquaintance? Are you psychic as well as gifted with the ability to converse with my cat?”

      “No.” She stops, turning to look up at me with an amused expression. “But they’re gay, Darcy.”

      I huff. “They most certainly are not. Paul was married until his wife left him a few years back. They have three children.”

      She nods with exaggerated patience. “Yes, I know. But now Paul is gay for Trevor and Trevor is gay for Paul and it’s a huge scandal because the wolf pack is apparently still pretty ass-backwards about same sex relationships. A bunch of beta wolves have been challenging Paul, trying to take over as Alpha, but he keeps kicking their asses because he’s a boss and knows they would be shit leaders and let his people down. Meanwhile, the tigers don’t give a shit who sleeps with who but some of their people are cranky about Trevor spending so much time with werewolves because werewolves are notoriously closed minded and have a rep for bullying people into doing things their way and intimidating voters before town meetings.”

      “They prefer the term wolf shifter,” I mutter, stunned.

      She snaps her fingers and squeezes her eyes closed for a beat. “Right. Sorry. There’s so much to remember.”

      “No need to apologize,” I say, glancing back toward the woods where Trevor and Paul are emerging with a giant log balanced between them, laughing over some shared joke.

      Suddenly, it’s so clear they’re more than just friends that I can’t believe I didn’t realize their relationship had changed.

      But there’s something even more troubling than my own ignorance…

      “How did you know? I ask. “About the two of them? You’ve only been in town for three weeks.”

      “A month actually, but I didn’t know until this afternoon. I spent the day at the hair salon,” she says, as if that explains everything. She must read my confused expression because she adds, “Women talk when they’re getting their hair done. Like, really talk. By the time they get to the shampoo station, all the dirt is coming out. If you’re looking for gossip, the salon is the place to go.” She nods toward the men over my shoulder. “If you’d told me their names, I could have spared you the trouble of showing up early. But you just said they were elder shifters so…”

      I curse softly. “This is bad. Not for the two of them, obviously. They seem well-suited. But that’s two town elders who are off the table as potential matches for Annie.”

      “Right. About that…” She trails off, nibbling her bottom lip in a way that makes me want to do the same.

      It doesn’t help that the wind has shifted direction and her scent is now wafting directly into my face, making me vow to down a glass of blood as soon as they open the bar. I need something to take the edge off before I drag her back into the woods and do something I shouldn’t.

      I really, really shouldn’t, I remind myself as Blaire steps closer, tipping her head back until her gaze is fixed on mine and her throat is bare and defenseless.
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      “You gave me an idea. Before.” Blaire’s tongue sweeps out to dampen her lips, sending another wave of longing surging to places it shouldn’t. “When you were kissing my neck.”

      “I wasn’t kissing it. I brushed my lips across your skin to leave my mark behind.”

      Her lips twist. “I’m pretty sure ‘brushing your lips across someone’s skin’ is the textbook definition of a kiss, but that’s not the point.”

      “What is the point?” I ask, telling myself it’s the failure of our plan making me grouchy, not the fact that it’s taking every ounce of willpower I possess to keep from not-kissing her again.

      “The point is that we have chemistry,” she says, her cheeks flushing pink. “I know you felt it, too, so don’t bother trying to deny it. Vampire fangs only get pointy when they’re pissed or turned on and you definitely weren’t pissed. I’ve seen you angry.”

      I press my lips together, cursing this woman’s curious mind and obvious knack for gathering information. “Perhaps, but hopefully I don’t need to explain to you what a bad idea it would be for us to act on that chemistry.”

      “Oh, absolutely,” she says, laughing as she adds, “It would be a nightmare. We’d kill each other.”

      “Exactly,” I say, my shoulders relaxing.

      Maybe she’s not mad, after all.

      “Yeah, we’re a terrible match in pretty much every way, but the rest of the town doesn’t know that,” she says. “The only person who knows I find you obnoxious is Annie.” She lifts a finger into the air. “But she also knows that I have a habit of hating men right up until the moment I decide to bang their brains out.”

      “Really?”

      She shrugs. “It’s a problem. I’m working on it. But what I’m saying is she won’t be suspicious. At least not for very long. If we start acting like we can’t keep our hands off of each other, she’ll buy it.”

      My forehead is so twisted at this point I’m pretty sure I could hide small woodland creatures in the furrows. “Why on earth would we—”

      “Because you’re a town elder and I’m one of the two eldest Wonderfully sisters of my generation,” Blaire cuts in, her eyes round and a “come on, buddy, catch up” expression on her face. “Blaire and I were both born on the same day, Darcy.”

      “But she was born first,” I say, my thoughts racing as I catch up to her fairly brilliant train of thought, “But you’re right. To my knowledge there’s nothing in the spell that addresses twins, no reason they couldn’t both be considered the eldest, as long as they were born on the same day.”

      “Which means my marriage to an elder would also renew the shield.” The excitement in her expression fades as she adds, “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that sooner. I’m a terrible, selfish, no-good sister.”

      “You aren’t a terrible sister,” I say, taking her arm and drawing her farther from the bonfire, where Trevor and Paul are helping the organizers arrange the kindling. “It’s clear you love Annie very much, but not enough to rush into a marriage to someone you don’t know, and that’s as it should be. I’m assuming your plan doesn’t end in our marriage. Correct?”

      She snorts. “Hell, no. It ends with Colin and Annie so convinced that we’re madly in love and planning to get hitched that they feel free to call off their wedding.”

      “That’s what I thought. It’s a good plan for achieving that end. But that still leaves the shield vulnerable. The fact remains that a marriage is required to reinforce our defenses against the human world.”

      “Unless we can find another way to fix the spell.”

      “I doubt that’s possible,” I say, deciding it’s time to be honest with her about the chances of finding a magical work around. I explain about the witches we’ve brought in and how each expert led us to another dead end.

      “Shit,” she says. “That must have been scary. I mean, before you knew we existed and were coming to town.”

      “We’ve faced dire situations before. We always come out on the other side. If we were forced to rejoin the human world, we could do what other towns like ours have done.”

      Her brows float up her forehead. “There are other towns like Nightfall?”

      “Several. Both in the United States and abroad. They’ve developed strategies to maintain their privacy and keep humans out of their business. But obviously it’s much safer and easier if Nightfall remains hidden. It’s also a condition of your inheritance,” I remind her, in case she’s forgotten that she’s here with strings attached. “It’s best for everyone involved if you and Annie continue to assume one of you will marry an elder within the next twelve months.”

      “Okay. So, while you and I are pretending to be hot for each other, you can introduce me to the other elders. I’ll keep track of who might be a good match for Annie.” She sighs. “Or for me, though honestly I’d be a horrible wife.”

      “I can imagine.”

      She smiles and sways closer. “Can you? What part do you think would be the worst? The way I can fix everything that breaks in your old creaky house so you’d never have to call a handyman again? Or how absolutely shameless I am in bed?”

      I hold her gaze as awareness flares between us again, but I don’t respond.

      I can’t. If I open my mouth, she’ll see the effect her words have had on me.

      Damn it.

      Her grin widens as she reaches out, running her fingers down the lapel of my suit coat. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”

      I growl softly, low in my throat.

      She laughs and the music of it sends my cock the way of my fangs.

      Before her satisfied expression can become a full-blown gloat, I test a theory I’ve had since her chat with Gwen (aka Punky) this morning. With my eyes locked on hers I reach out to her telepathically, There’s only one flaw in your plan, my smug little goblin.

      She blinks, gulps, and lifts a hand to her head, leaving little doubt my message was received, even before she stutters, “H-how are you doing that?”

      Practice, I toss back, smiling as she digs her fingers into her temple. And the problem is precedent and the breed of woman I’m known to date. If Colin, the rest of my clan, and the town at large is to be convinced we’re falling for each other, adjustments will need to be made.

      “What kind of adjustments?” she asks, wincing and holding up a hand. “Please. Quietly. Your brain voice is super loud.”

      Then turn it down.

      “Can I…” Her brows pinch closer and her eyes cross ever so slightly. “Okay, try it again.”

      Testing…testing… I supply, before adding, I like this expression. It’s rather adorable. You should cross your eyes more often.

      Her gaze straightens and cools. “Thanks. And yes, you’re quieter now. With a little practice, I think I could turn you all the way off.”

      Relieved that my fangs have finally retreated, I speak aloud, “Perhaps your father was a warlock, after all. Your magic seems to be coming on line faster than most witches without formal training who suddenly find themselves in a environment conducive to summoning their power.”

      “Blaire! There you are,” a voice calls from the rear entrance to barn.

      I turn to see her sister in an off-white sweater dress, her loose hair gleaming in the light from the lanterns behind her, and dread rockets through my system. A quick glance back at the bonfire, where the pixies are now swooping lazily through the smoke rising from the kindling—probably the reason they’re here to begin with; pixies love a good fire—eases my concern, but they won’t be distracted for long.

      As soon as a breeze sends Annie’s smell their way, they’ll be all over her. Her scent isn’t as intense as her sister’s, but it will absolutely be more than a swarm of pixies can resist, even if they were the sort of creatures who made a habit of resisting things.

      I’m about to zoom across the lawn and mark Annie myself—hoping Annie and Colin will forgive the familiarity in the name of keeping her in once piece—when Colin appears behind her. He murmurs something in her ear I can’t make out, Annie stiffens and glances toward the pixies, then shifts her attention back to my brother with a tight smile. After sweeping her hair to one side, she tilts her head awkwardly toward her shoulder, and Colin, my confident, controlled, never-met-a-woman-he-couldn’t-charm-if-he-really-wanted-to brother presses a few equally awkward kisses to her throat.

      “Oh God,” Blaire mutters. “Fine, yes, I’ll dig out my push up bra and buy a tacky dress cut down to my navel. Whatever it takes to prove I’m your type. We have to save those two from each other before they spend the rest of their lives burying their real feelings and having painfully awkward sex.”

      “Or worse, no sex at all,” I agree.

      She hums softly. “Do you think that’s worse? I went eight months without a partner once. It wasn’t that bad. I got a lot of work done at least.”

      “Imagine eight years,” I say, shuddering at the thought just as she shudders beside me.

      We exchange a glance and a smile as Annie calls out, “Have you been marked safe from the pixies, Blaire?”

      “Yeah, I’m good, Darcy helped me out,” she says, smiling as she lifts an arm her sister’s way. “Two minutes and we’ll be right in.”

      “All right,” Annie says, “but hurry. Our table is nearly full.”

      “Got it. Be there in just a sec.” She turns her back to Annie as she adds in a whisper, “So boobs hanging out, tight clothes. What else should I include in my Darcy-flavored makeover? We need to get on this. We only have eight days left to put a stop to this madness.”

      “Agree, but there’s no need to dress in a Janet costume. I enjoy women who take pride in their appearance and dress to accentuate their natural beauty. Janet has her way of dressing to impress and I’m sure you’ll…discover yours.”

      “Okay,” she says with a dubious expression.

      “Find someone to trim your ragged cuticles and attend to your unibrow,” I say flatly. “That would be an excellent start.”

      “I don’t have a unibrow!” she huffs, propping her hands on her hips.

      “You have a unibrow,” I say, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “It’s subtle, but it’s there.” With a final pat on the back, I circle around her, starting toward the barn. “See you inside. Try to chew with your mouth closed tonight. Colin knows I loathe a lady who smacks.”

      “You’re making me hate you again,” she mumbles behind me.

      I glance over my shoulder with a wink and think, Don’t shoot the messenger, little goblin.

      She mutters a few soft threats to my person and something insulting about the length of my nose hairs that makes me feel better than I have all night.

      Yes, our chemistry is a powerful force, but our natural antipathy for one another is even stronger. This won’t get awkward or fraught in any way. We’ll form our unlikely partnership and then part ways as amicable enemies.

      Or perhaps casual friends.

      As crass and unkempt as she can be at times, Blair isn’t all bad. I admire her clever mind and her devotion to her family, and on days when Punky’s in a mood and refusing to come out from under the bed, it would be nice to have a witch who speaks cat among my acquaintances.

      Yes, I assure myself, this will be fine. Absolutely fine.

      Or an unmitigated disaster.

      One or the other is all but assured.
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      Despite being at the harvest bonfire until midnight—a good time, I admit, despite the rough start—I’m up and out of the house by nine. I overheard Sally telling someone yesterday that she still had appointment slots available this morning.

      Hopefully, if I’m waiting by the door when she comes into work, she’ll be able to fit me in.

      I resent Darcy’s snotty attitude about personal appearance and have a deeply held belief that people should wear what makes them feel comfortable and confident and screw what anyone else thinks, but I admit that I haven’t made much of an effort in, say…five or six years.

      Maybe longer.

      Leon was a woodworker like me and we both preferred stew fresh from the campfire after a day of hiking to a fancy dinner out. Not that there was anywhere “fancy” to eat in my hometown, but we did have a diner and a taco truck that showed up at the farmers’ market most Sunday afternoons.

      On my way by the hydrangea, I get that same weird feeling, but another check beneath the blossoms reveals nothing but the same chubby spider—now perched on a different patch of web—and a couple of struggling flies.

      “Wish me luck, mama spider,” I whisper to the arachnid, figuring the flies have enough to worry about without being bothered by other people’s problems.

      Downtown, I pause in front of a few shop windows on my way to the salon. But the 1950s style dresses at one boutique and the oversized knits at another are way out of my price range. And I’m not sure any of the clothing on offer would accentuate my “natural beauty.”

      I’m not even sure what my “natural beauty” is aside from good hair and lips I’ve always been pleased with. They’re plump, but not too full, with a heart shape that’s pretty cute. And though my other parts may be average, the elements combine to present a pleasing picture. At least, I’ve never had any complaints from other men.

      If Darcy were any other guy who wanted to bone me but bitch about the way I look at the same time, I’d tell him to buy a one-way ticket to Never-Getting-This-Pussy-Ville and that would be that. But this isn’t about Darcy. This is about Annie, and I will do just about anything for my sister.

      Including having innocent hairs yanked out by the root and attempting to corral my ragged cuticles.

      I arrive at the salon just as Sally is sliding her key in the door. She breaks into a big grin when she sees me, “Did you come to take pictures of the shelves for your website?” she asks. “They are so gorgeous.”

      “Um, no, but I should do that. And make a website while I’m at it.” I swallow and scratch the back of my neck, suddenly awkward now that I’m standing in front of this absolute goddess of a human. With jet black hair to her waist, a perfect hourglass figure, and a face a World War II pinup would kill for, Sally is clearly in the right profession.

      But surely, in all her years of tending to the women of this very unique town, she’s had requests weirder than mine. So, I clear my throat and add, “I was actually hoping that I might be able to grab an appointment this morning. For an eyebrow wax, a manicure, and just some general…de-goblin-ification.”

      She lets out a peel of laughter. “Oh, honey, you are far from a goblin, but you are funny,” she says, that faint hint of a Southern accent I noticed yesterday once again audible as she opens the door. “But yes, I have my entire morning free aside from a root touch up at ten. And I can tag team your color with hers so neither of you has to wait.”

      “Color?” I ask, hesitating just inside the door.

      “Yes,” Sally says, her blue eyes dancing as she hurries around the front counter to drop her purse and bag in a cubby. “We’re going to do color and a cut and nails and waxing and a full-body sugar scrub if we have time. And it’s all on me.” I start to protest, but she waves me off before I can do more than sputter a little, “You undercharged me for those shelves. I felt bad about it all night. I was actually going to call you this morning and ask to pay extra, so this is perfect.” She lifts her gaze to the bright yellow ceiling and blows it a kiss, “Thank you goddess. Taking care of me like always.”

      “My mom talked to the goddess all the time, too,” I say. “But you’re not a witch, right? Sorry if it’s rude to ask.”

      “No, not rude at all.” She’s still beaming warmly as she circles back around the check-out counter and leads me toward the rear of the salon. “I’m a succubus. Like a vampire, but we feed on sexual energy.” She lifts a hand, her fingers spread. “But always consensually. I don’t need the bad karma from that other stuff, and my mama raised me better than that.” She winks as she stops beside the last chair on the right side of the shop. “Besides, you know how it is with men. You can warn them ten times to Sunday that they’re going to feel a little drained tomorrow if they spend the night, but they’ll still race you to the bedroom. Poor things can’t help themselves.”

      “Um, yeah.” My fingers tangle nervously together in front of me as she fetches a smock from the cabinet beside her station. “I mean, no. I actually don’t have a ton of experience with men. At least not traditional men. And I have zero experience with being a pretty princess. So, whatever you do to me, it would be great it if was something easy for me to maintain.”

      She motions toward her salon chair. “Of course, honey. No worries. I’m going to make you shine so bright whatever man you’ve got your eye on won’t know what hit him.”

      A tight laugh squeezes from my throat. “Who said there was a man?”

      Sally meets my gaze in the mirror with a wink. “There’s always a man.” She arches a brow. “Or a woman. No judgement here either way.”

      “It’s a man,” I mumble as I slide into the seat, making her chuckle.

      “Nice.” She whisks a drape around my neck. “We’ve got a few good ones. But I’d warn against moving too fast. Best to make sure he’s The One before you make a move. Nightfall is like every other small town. There are only about five eligible men at a given time, and once you date one of them it can get weird to date the others. A lot of territorial types.” She sighs as she collects a comb from the small rolling table beside her and surveys my explosion of curls. “Which is understandable, I guess, considering all the apex predators around here, but still...it’s the twenty-first century. It wouldn’t kill these guys to do a little more charming their lady and a little less running around peeing on things they’ve decided belong to them.”

      I debate my next question, but in the end decide I’m better safe than sorry. “They don’t literally pee on people, do they? Because I’m not into that. At all.”

      She laughs and rolls her eyes. “Oh, sister, you and me both. And no, not literally. At least most of the time, but with a wolf shifter, you never know.” She winks. “Sometimes puppies get excited.”

      I narrow my eyes on hers in the reflection. “You’re teasing me.”

      Her smile widens. “I am. And I think we’re going to be friends.”

      I return the smile. “Yeah. Me, too.”

      Forty-five minutes later my highlight foils are in and I’m baking under a heat lamp while Sally does damage control on my nails. After a brief break to color her other client’s roots, Sally washes my hair and snips my curls into a fun layered shape that makes me look much less like a stick person with a floofy lollipop head. Not long after, the other stylist, Becca, arrives and Sally puts her to work on my pedicure while Sally cuts and dries the other woman, a harpy with glorious lavender locks to her waist.

      We all break for lunch after, diving into paninis delivered from the adorable sandwich shop and bakery across the street.

      “It used to be run by witches when it first opened,” Becca says around a mouthful of grilled brie and apple panini. “The cupcakes were so good back then. I swear they enchanted the flour, but I wasn’t complaining.” Her lashes flutter as she adds with a soft moan, “What I wouldn’t give for one of their salted caramel cupcakes with the dark chocolate filling.”

      “That was your grandmother,” Sally offers. “Wanda was always opening businesses and then passing them off to her kids. Drove the girls crazy.”

      “Kids?” I ask, pausing with my bacon and blue cheese halfway to my mouth. “Mom always said she was an only child. And if she had sisters and brothers, where are they now?”

      Becca and Sally exchange uncomfortable glances.

      “What?” I press. “Please, guys, I’m on a steep learning curve here. I need all the help and background information I can get.”

      Taking a long, slow breath, Sally says in a softer voice, “Your mother had three sisters, but they all passed away not long before she left town.”

      “Passed away?” A pain flashes through my chest. I can’t imagine losing three of my sisters all at once. No wonder Mom had to get out of town.

      “Suicide,” Becca spits out before ducking behind her sandwich as Sally shoots her a sharp look.

      “We don’t know that,” Sally says. “No note was found, and the triplets were in good spirits the day before. And they were always scatterbrained. They might not have known the hurricane was so close when they took the boat out.”

      “Everyone knew about the hurricane,” Becca mutters.

      Sally frowns, but her expression softens as she glances my way. “The whole town was heartbroken. There’s a memorial to them near the marina. You should check it out sometime.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I’ll do that. Thanks.”

      I tuck back into my sandwich, but mentally I’m already brainstorming ways to get more information on Mom’s sisters. There are tons of boxes and old, overflowing filing cabinets in the attic. If there are birth certificates or other important documents about the triplets, I’m betting they’ll be there.

      After lunch, Sally works on waxing and body buffing me in between her afternoon clients. The waxing is painful, but not nearly as bad as I was expecting, and by the time she puts the finishing touches on the makeup she insists on doing for me, I’m itching for the big reveal. She hasn’t let me look in the mirror since she put the foils in my hair early this morning.

      “Not yet!” Sally shouts as I try to lean around her and steal a peek. “We need a killer outfit first. Becca, what do you have in your car?”

      Becca perks up, her dark eyes flicking up and down my frame. “I have some honey brown. Oh, no! Cranberry. It’ll pick up the blush in your cheeks.”

      “That’s okay, I can find something at home,” I say, not really wanting to wear some random thing Becca has rolling around in her backseat. My clothes might not be fashionable, but at least they’re clean.

      “No, you need to buy one of Becca’s dresses,” Sally says, shooing the younger woman out the door. “They’re incredible. She’s still selling out of her car for now, but some day she’s going to be a world-famous fashion designer. No doubt in my mind.”

      “Oh, okay,” I say, crossing my fingers that I have enough to pay for a designer original, even from a designer currently selling out of her car.

      When Becca returns, I instantly decide to hock my one good piece of jewelry if I have to. Even before I wrap the buttery soft stretched cotton around myself and tie up the gorgeous satin bow that holds it together on one side, I know it’s going to be perfect. And it is.

      As Sally finally plunks me in front of the full-length mirror in the back and tells me to open my eyes, I don’t know what to stare at first. The new caramel-highlights in my hair catch the gold flecks in my brown eyes and make them shine, the dress hugs my curves, looking expensive and relaxed at the same time, and my makeup is subtle but perfect, bringing out my “natural beauty” to its best advantage.

      “Wow,” I say, my voice trembling as I hold the gaze of the absolutely stunning woman in the reflection. “I almost can’t believe that’s me.”

      “Believe it,” Sally says, giving my shoulder a squeeze as she proudly surveys her handiwork. “And the make-up is super simple. I’ll teach you how to apply it before you leave. That way you can look fancy for all the engagement activities.”

      My eyes go round with panic. “Oh, shit. The engagement activities.” A glance at the clock on the wall reveals it’s nearly seven. “Shit. I’m supposed to be at the Blackmore mansion in three minutes.”

      “Oh, no,” Becca says. “I would give you a ride, but Sally and I aren’t allowed on their clan’s land.”

      Grabbing my bag, I frown over my shoulder. “What? Why not?”

      Sally shrugs and rolls her eyes. “Ancient vampire law. Blood feeders are weird.”

      “They’re just jealous,” Becca says, crossing her arms. “Because we can feed without getting caught so much more easily than they can.” She lifts a sassy shoulder and lets it fall. “Haters gonna hate.”

      “So, you can’t come to the wedding?” I ask, already planning to give Darcy a piece of my mind. Sally is my first real friend in town. If Darcy and I fail to stop the nuptials, I’m going to need a friend there for moral support while I watch my sister sell herself into marital slavery.

      “Oh no, we can,” Becca says, her expression brightening. “The pavilion on the bluff isn’t officially on their land. That’s village property. We’ll be there.”

      “With bells on,” Sally says with a happy clap of her hands. “And then we’ll be able to see who you’re crushing on, cutie.” She wags a finger my way. “No, don’t tell me. I want it to be a surprise. A girl has to get her kicks where she can find them in a town this small.”

      Becca rises from the sofa in the corner. “Which reminds me, Abigail is doing tarot card readings tonight at The Pug and Crone. You want to come, Sally?”

      “Totally,” she says. “Just let me put the towels on to dry and we’ll head out.”

      “How much do I owe you for the dress?” I ask as I hurry toward the front door.

      Becca waves a hand. “We’ll settle up next time you’re in. No worries. I know you’re in a hurry.”

      “No, I want to pay,” I say, worried I might not have the cash if I wait until later.

      I haven’t landed any jobs aside from Sally’s shelves and most of the people I’ve asked about fixing their sagging front porches or repainting their siding gave me blank looks. Home improvement doesn’t seem like a priority around here, which means I’m probably going to have to travel outside of Nightfall to find work.

      But the closest villages are forty minutes away and who has time for that kind of commute when there’s a wedding barreling toward the altar in barely a week?

      Becca finally consents to give me a price. I hand her my last sixty bucks and wobble out the door in the high-heeled cowgirl boots Sally loaned me for the evening. They look surprisingly perfect with the elegant dress, softening the formality and giving it a dash of fun.

      Hopefully Darcy, Colin, and the rest of the core wedding party will be so distracted by my new look they won’t notice that I’ve kept them waiting.

      By the time I catch the trolley that chugs up the side of the mountain—I can’t climb up the back way from the beach in high heels and a dress with a slit up one thigh—I’m nearly twenty minutes late and creepy organ music is already bellowing from the small chapel behind the mansion.

      I’m about to tug off my boots and make a barefoot dash across the grounds, now dotted with flickering torchlight and looking much spookier than during the day, when the air beside me explodes with vampire.

      I curse and stumble to the side, my heart hammering at my ribs. “You have to stop doing that,” I hiss. “You’re going to give me a heart attack.”

      “Doubtful,” Darcy’s deep voice rumbles from beside me. “You’re in excellent shape. One of the steadiest heartbeats in town, in fact. You’re also late.”

      I flip my hair over my shoulder. “Makeovers take time. Next time I’ll wear my overalls and be ten minutes early. I promise.”

      “You’ll do no such thing. You look…” His eyes rake down my frame, from the top of my high-lighted hair to the tips of my toes, and everywhere in between. My slowing heartbeat picks up the pace once more, making me blush as I realize Darcy must be able to hear it.

      How else would he know that I have the steadiest pulse in town?

      “I look?” I finally prompt, vowing not to smack him if he says something mean. I’m the bigger person here. And I tried to fulfill the assignment. If he wanted something specific, he should have given better directions.

      “Dangerous,” he murmurs, his eyes flashing in the near darkness as he rests a possessive hand at the small of my back. “Don’t leave my side. Not even for a moment. Do you understand?”

      “Okay, but why?” I ask, allowing him to guide me toward the chapel, ignoring the way things low in my body tighten and tingle as he keeps his hand firmly parked in that mysteriously sexy place.

      The small of the back…

      Who knew it was an erogenous zone?

      Not me, not until Darcy made that “his spot.” But now I know, and I can’t stop imagining Darcy’s lips where his hand is right now, his tongue dragging in slow circles at the small of my back as he guides my legs apart and settles between them.

      Gulping air and forcing my thoughts back into less spicy territory, I ask again, “Why, Darcy?

      He mutters something too soft for me to hear, but before I can ask him to repeat himself, Baron emerges from the chapel doors and rumbles, “Five minutes. With or without her.” His dark eyes widen slightly as we close the distance to the front steps. “Oh. She’s here.”

      “She is,” Darcy says tightly.

      “Hello, Blaire,” Baron says, before adding in a troubled voice, “you look beautiful tonight.”

      “Don’t worry,” Darcy says as we pass his blood brother. “I’m on it. Just keep an eye on Janet for me. If for some reason Blaire and I are separated and Janet makes a move, escort her outside for some fresh air and keep her there until the ceremony is over.”

      Baron grunts and follows us inside, closing the doors behind us.

      For a moment, the interior of the chapel is too dark for me to make out anything but the candles on the large black stone altar at the front and the flickering flames reflected in the stained-glass windows on either side of the nave. But by the time Darcy has led me to the second pew and motioned for me to precede him inside, I’m able to make out the silhouettes of roughly a dozen vampires surrounding us. It’s a smaller group tonight, which I expected. Annie explained this ceremony is for immediate family members only.

      What I didn’t expect is the tension in the air…

      As Darcy settles beside me, I swear I can feel the energy in the room shift and charge, like the atmosphere right before a storm cuts loose. I turn to him, lifting a curious brow, too afraid to so much as whisper in the humming silence.

      He gives a subtle shake of his head and curls his fingers around my thigh above the knee. The intimate touch sends a rush of awareness throbbing up my thigh to pulse in intimate places, distracting me from the weird vibes long enough for Annie and Colin to step from behind the velvet curtains draped behind the altar.

      The moment I see my sister, my jaw drops, and dread prickles up my spine.

      I don’t know who that woman in the clingy black dress with lips painted blood red is, but she doesn’t look a thing like my shy, retiring sister.

      And then she lifts a sharp wooden stake from behind her back and aims it at Colin’s chest, and I become certain neither of us are making it out of here alive.
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      Blaire tenses beside me and her usually steady heart skips a beat.

      Instantly, I realize Annie must not have warned her what to expect—or Colin failed to explain this ritual properly to Annie. Whoever is to blame, Blaire is clearly on the verge of leaping over the pew in front of us to drag her sister out of the chapel when I grip her upper arm and pull her closer.

      “Here, I brought one for you,” I whisper, pulling the small stake from my suit pocket and lifting it to hover in front of her panicked face.

      The look she shoots me in response is an eloquent mixture of confusion and temptation that would be amusing if we weren’t surrounded by thirsty vampires, and she didn’t smell like a juicy steak fresh off the grill. And if she weren’t clearly up for stabbing me through the heart if the opportunity presented itself.

      “Just watch Annie and follow her lead,” I murmur as Colin welcomes the gathered company. “And be careful with the pointy end.”

      “I’m always careful with the pointy end,” she murmurs, gripping the stake tightly in her left hand as her still wide eyes flick back and forth from the couple by the altar to the rest of the people in the room.

      She seems to sense the danger, giving me hope that we may be able to pull this off, after all. As long as I can keep her away from anyone else with fangs until we get to the last part of the ritual, the danger should be over. But I still plan on having a long talk with Colin about the wisdom of this particular pre-wedding tradition. Just because we’ve always fasted before the ceremonial Touching of the Three Points doesn’t mean it should stay that way moving forward.

      Call me crazy but allowing vampires to feed before they’re trapped in a room with delicious smelling witches just seems like a commonsense safety measure.

      Thankfully most of the “witches” in the room tonight are vampires standing in for the missing Wonderfully sisters, just as several of the men from our clan are standing in for my brothers who couldn’t make it back from Europe in time for the wedding. But even being locked up with two witches in a small space after decades without any witch scent in the area is…a lot.

      And thanks to Blaire’s late arrival, the restraint of every vampire in this room has already been tested.

      Including my own…

      I’m so distracted by the seductive pulse of Blaire’s blood that most of what my brother says goes in one ear and out the other. It’s only when Annie speaks in her soft, but steady voice that my mind latches onto language once more.

      “With all my heart, I vow to protect yours,” she says, turning to Colin and lifting the stake into the air.

      “With all my heart, I vow to protect yours,” the other women echo, turning toward their male counterpart.

      “To protect yours,” Blaire finishes only a beat or two behind them. She’s catching on quickly, but it’s obvious from her expression that no one gave her any clue what to expect tonight.

      If I end up avoiding a stake to the heart, I intend to have a long talk with Colin about including his future wife’s sister in the preparations for each event. He might not think a mortal woman poses a risk to my safety, but he doesn’t know Blaire the way I’m coming to know her.

      Underestimating her is a bad idea.

      She proved that tonight when she showed up looking like she dresses to the nines every day of the week and twice on Sundays.

      Fuck that fucking dress…

      And her curves in that fucking dress…

      Just…fuck.

      Even now, as she rests the tip of the stake lightly above my heart and repeats the next line of the ritual—“Tonight, two families become one blood.”—I’m so distracted by her cleavage that I forget to lift my arm until I see Baron lift his in my peripheral vision.

      Hurrying to catch up, I raise my right hand and say, “One blood. One purpose. From this night to your last night and in everlasting memory.”

      “In everlasting memory,” Blaire echoes along with the other women, again only a second or two behind the rest.

      But it’s long enough that her voice is the last thing I hear before Colin says, “And so it shall be,” signaling it’s time for the other two “points” of the ceremony to come into play. Holding my breath and willing myself to remain in control, I bend my head as I sweep her hair from her neck.

      The smell of floral shampoo and a lightly spicy perfume teases into my nose, but it’s the sunshine and blue-sky scent of Blaire that has my fangs descending so fast it sends an aftershock reverberating through my jaw. That’s what she smells like, I realize. Like the bright, beautiful, vampire-killing daylight that was stolen from me so long ago.

      I thought I’d come to terms with the loss. I thought I was content with my life as it was and grateful for the opportunities I would never have had if I were still a human man.

      But as I rest my fangs lightly against Blaire’s throat, mimicking the firm, but controlled pressure of the stake still pressed to my chest, my eyes slide closed and memories of my mortal life flood through me with enough strength to take my breath away.

      I’m suddenly back in Oxborough on a sunny day, leading the ponies across the great lawn behind our home while June and Elizabeth dash ahead, giggling and chasing their new rolling hoop through the grass. The sunlight dances off June’s light curls and Elizabeth’s dark brown braids. It warms my face and fills my heart as I glance over my shoulder to see Catherine watching the children with that adoring expression I’ll never forget, no matter how many centuries pass me by.

      Longing for those human days—for the sun and my sweet family and the knowledge that I only have a short time to sort out what to make of my one, precious life—swells in my chest and tightens my throat. For a moment I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop at touching my fangs to Blaire’s throat.

      I need her sunshine, her hope.

      I need to drink her and feel alive again in a way I haven’t in so damned long.

      If Baron hadn’t broken the silence at that very moment, announcing, “We’ll be outside,” before toting a struggling, wild-eyed Janet out the door, I might have done it. I might have broken the trust this ritual is meant to instill in the Wonderfully sisters before it was finished and mortified myself in front of my brothers and every other vampire in this room.

      I’m over two-hundred years old. I shouldn’t be this tempted or anywhere close to losing control.

      But I am. Even now, with my mouth a good ten inches from her throat, I want her so badly I can’t get my fangs or any of the other aroused parts of myself under control.

      Again, Blaire’s instincts seem to alert her to the danger. She keeps the stake pressed to my chest as she whispers, “Are you all right?”

      “No,” I answer honestly. “I’m not sure I am.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asks, the compassion in her eyes as confusing as it is unwanted.

      I don’t want this woman to feel sorry for me.

      I want her to want me, to find the chemistry between us impossible to resist. I want her arms around my neck and her head thrown back as she begs to me to taste her, to devour her, to take the blood I crave and give her the bliss of a vampire’s kiss in return.

      But Blaire likely has no idea that feeding a vampire can be an intensely enjoyable experience and doesn’t return my lustful feelings in this regard.

      If she did, that stake wouldn’t still be aimed at my heart.

      I force a tight smile to my lips. “No, thank you. I just need a drink.”

      She arches a brow. “From the bar?”

      “From the bar,” I echo, my voice husky and visions of Blaire naked and writhing beneath me as I fill her with both my fangs and cock dancing through my head.

      I have to get out of here. Now.

      But I have to make sure Blaire is safe from any other vampires struggling with temptation first.

      “Permission to mist us both to the closest stiff drink?” I murmur, unable to keep my arm from circling her waist and drawing her close.

      She melts into me, the feel of her breasts against my chest making the hunger roaring through me burn even hotter. “Is that safe?”

      “Safer than leaving you here alone,” I say. “I promise to be good. As good as I can be, anyway.”

      She tips her head back, meeting my gaze as she whispers, “I thought we were going to be bad tonight. If we want people to think we’re falling for each other, we need to turn up the heat a little. Don’t you think?”

      I bend closer, pressing my cheek to hers as I deliver my next words telepathically, If we don’t get out of here soon, I will be tempted to bend you over the pew in front of us and mount you like an animal.

      A startled sound bursts from her lips before she says in a laughter-tinged whisper, “I think that might be taking things a little too far. Don’t you?”

      “This isn’t the time for jokes, woman,” I say, my gaze burning into hers. I let the full heat of my hunger rise to the surface, making my eyes glow a soft gold that illuminates the still un-afraid lines of her face.

      “Fine,” she says, pressing closer, bringing her hip into intimate contact with my erection. “Mist it up. But be sure to put me back together the way you found me. Sally worked way too hard on all this pretty princess business for you to mess it up.”

      Without another word, I whisk us both into vapor form and send us drifting out the still open door, but her words haunt me all the way to the refreshment area set up on the mansion’s back patio.

      I can put Blaire back together the way I found her, but I’m not so sure about myself anymore.

      No matter how ill-fated my craving for this woman, I’m not sure I can bring it to heel.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      Darcy stays close for the first half hour of the reception—drinking glass after glass of the red stuff—as he glares daggers at every vampire who dares get within five feet of our position on the couch by the fire pit.

      It isn’t until Colin and Annie finally make their way through the rest of the well-wishers to settle into the loveseat across from ours that he motions toward the mansion and says, “Excuse me. I have a few emails to send before the markets open in Asia.” Glancing my way, he adds in a huskier voice, “If I don’t see you before you leave, have a safe journey home.”

      He bends, pressing a quick kiss to my cheek that makes my heart flutter. “All right. You, too,” I say, laughing as I realize what I said. “I mean, have a nice night. Seeing as you’re already home.”

      “Indeed,” he says, in that weird, haunted voice he’s had since the ceremony ended. Turning, he dips a swift bow to Annie and Colin, then strides toward the glass doors leading into the greenhouse attached to the mansion.

      I watch him go, my stomach churning.

      The kiss on the cheek was a nice, subtle touch but we only have a week before the wedding. We don’t have time for subtle. We need to hit Colin and Annie over the head with our raging attraction and hardcore love vibes. This engagement is too far along to be derailed by mere suspicions that Darcy and I might have something going on. We need to get our newly discovered “devotion” out in the open.

      I’m about to follow Darcy inside to remind him that time is growing short when Colin asks, “Did he say anything to you, Blaire? While we were in the chapel?”

      I turn with what I hope are innocent eyes. “About?”

      Colin shakes his head. “Nothing, I just thought…” He sighs. “He seems troubled.”

      “He does,” I agree.

      Well, shit. This won’t do at all. We need Colin noticing how hot we are for each other; not how bummed Darcy is after spending a few minutes with his lips pressed to my neck.

      “I’ll go check on him,” I add, rising to my feet. “Make sure he’s okay.” Annie shoots me a confused look that I answer with a smile. “We’re getting along much better than we were before. Who knows? We might even end up being friends.”

      I’m about to say something about Punky seeming like a quality character reference when I realize that I haven’t told Annie about my chat with the cat. Or the fact that I can hear Darcy’s voice in my head sometimes.

      This vampire bride nonsense is already disrupting the easy intimacy we’ve enjoyed since birth.

      It has to stop. Now. Before Annie ends up married to Colin and we grow so far apart I barely know who my twin is anymore.

      It’s already happened with two of our younger sisters. We rarely hear from Delilah and Felicity, and when we do, they’re maddeningly vague about almost everything. Last I heard, Annie hasn’t even been able to get a firm “yes” or “no” on whether they’ll be attending the wedding.

      “So, I’ll um…be right back.” I lift an awkward hand. “Don’t head home without me, okay?”

      Annie nods. “I won’t, but we should probably leave soon and get a good night’s rest. From what Colin’s told me, tomorrow night is going to be pretty intense.” She shoots him a look out of the corners of her eyes that only a twin would realize is irritable. “After the surprises tonight, I want to make sure we’re both prepared for whatever comes next.”

      “I apologize,” Colins says to me. “I thought my assistant had filled you both in on the details of the Three Points ritual. I would swear that she told me she did, but…apparently there was a miscommunication. But no worries. From now on, I’ll keep you both informed personally.”

      “Thanks, that would be great,” I say, not meaning a word of it.

      The only thing that would be “great” is if Annie dumped Colin like a sack of tall, sexy potatoes and the pair of us solved the mystery of the magic shield together, thereby ensuring no one is pressured into a marriage of convenience.

      And that’s not going to happen if Darcy and I don’t stay focused.

      Wiggling my fingers at my sister, I hurry after Darcy, letting myself into the shadowed greenhouse and tiptoeing through the humid, jasmine-scented air. From what I can see in the dim light, the space looks as grand and glorious as the rest of the Blackmore estate. The amateur gardener in me wishes I had time to snoop and sniff my way around the large room, but someone has to keep their eye on the ball around here.

      I push through the doors leading from the greenhouse into the mansion, emerging into a wide hallway.

      To my right is more hallway. To my left, is the elegant central staircase.

      Following my gut, I head up the stairs.

      Annie and I were given a tour of the mansion a few weeks ago, but I was still too antsy around vampires to pay much attention to anything except watching Annie’s neck as we were led from room to room, trailed by vampires who kept sniffing the air around us like we were a plateful of yummy twin pastries. I can’t remember much about the layout, but if I were Darcy’s office, I’d be on the second or third floor, tucked away from the bustle of the main part of the house.

      My footsteps nearly silent on the thick carpet, I pad down the hall to the left at the top of the stairs, finding two empty sitting rooms and several locked doors without a sound coming from behind them. Darcy is quiet, but not that quiet—even vampires breathe every now and then.

      Retracing my steps, I head right at the top of the staircase instead.

      About halfway down the long passage, I catch a faint, rhythmic clinking sound and trail it to the last door on the right. I press my ear to the wood, straining for some confirmation that it’s Darcy behind there, but there’s no sound aside from the clinks and an occasional huff of breath that could be coming from anyone.

      But most of the other vampires who live here are out on the patio enjoying the reception. Only family or family stand-ins were allowed in the chapel, but the afterparty was open to the entire clan and the Blackmore vamps seem to love a party.

      And what’s the worst that happens here? I interrupt the wrong vampire and have to make a break for the stairs when he or she decides now would be a good time to chomp on my yummy witch neck?

      I’ve already accepted defensive vampire maneuvers as a part of my new reality, and it’s one I’m more prepared for than usual after tucking that stake into my purse at the end of the ceremony…

      Thanking my past self for her petty theft, I open the door a crack and peek inside.

      I would usually knock—I wasn’t raised in a barn—but if this isn’t Darcy, I’d rather not disturb whoever’s clinking away in there. I have no idea what they’re doing to make a sound like that, and I’m quickly learning that paranormal creatures get up to a lot of shady stuff they’d rather keep secret.

      But the sight that greets my curious gaze is about as far from a dark, creepy, vampire lair as you can get. The room is enormous, open, brightly lit, and filled with weightlifting equipment.

      And there, in the corner to my left, is a shirtless Darcy bench pressing a gazillion pounds.

      Literally. A gazillion. Maybe a gazillion and one.

      My jaw drops but before I can sort out which is more shocking—the fact that he can lift that much weight without being crushed like a bug, or the fact that my knees are wobbly after a single glance at his insanely muscled chest—he growls, “Get in here. Now.”

      Shockingly, I obey without a single smartass remark or suggestion that he should fuck right off.

      But that’s the problem. I don’t want Darcy to fuck right off.

      I want Darcy to fuck…me.

      Which is a very serious, very stupid problem. Annie may have bought the “we’re nice vampires now” thing hook, line, and sinker, but I know better. Even before Janet pounced on me like a toddler at snack time, I could sense how thin the Blackmore’s veneer of humanity truly was. These creatures are our predators, not logical potential mates.

      They aren’t even safe candidates for a friends-with-benefits situation. Getting naked with a vampire is a no good, very bad, likely-to-end-in-blood-loss proposition. I should get out of here, leave Darcy to his sexy, half-dressed sweating and hook up with him again when we’re both fully clothed and my knees aren’t soft in the middle.

      But do I close the door and make a dash for the stairs?

      No…

      No, I do not.

      I step inside, shut the door behind me, and drift across the room to Darcy, a part of me already certain this is the biggest mistake I’ve ever made.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Darcy

        

      

    

    
      She shouldn’t be here.

      I should tell her to go.

      I should dissolve into mist or shift into my bat form and escape through one of the windows.

      Instead, I set the dumbbell back in its cradle and sit up, watching her cross the room, keenly aware of the sweat trickling down my chest and how much I wish it was her tongue teasing between my pecs. My brief workout has done nothing to take the edge off my hunger for this woman. And seeing her now, fucking gorgeous even in the harsh glare of the fluorescent lights, I can’t believe I ever found her anything but beautiful.

      Stunning.

      And oh-so-fucking tempting.

      “Why are you here?” I ask, my voice thick with desire I couldn’t hide if I tried.

      “Why are you here?” she shoots back, setting her open purse on the towel table by the wall. “We’re supposed to be at the party, convincing everyone we’re falling madly in love.”

      “In lust,” I correct. “No one who’s known me more than a decade will believe I’d fall in love again, let alone this quickly.”

      Her brows furrows. “Is that why you were sad in the chapel? Did the ceremony remind you of when—”

      “I wasn’t sad,” I cut in, not wanting to talk about my wife, not even long enough to explain that we were married while I was still human or that I’ve never been part of the Three Points ceremony as a groom.

      She props her hands on her hips, the motion causing the fabric covering her breasts to mold even more tightly to her curves, sending a shockwave of hunger rocketing through my system. “So, you’re what? Cranky? Again? You do realize how little time we have left before the wedding, right? If we want to save Colin and Annie, we don’t have the luxury of indulging your vampire mood swings.”

      Before I make the conscious decision to move, I’m across the room, scooping Blaire up in my arms and pressing her back against the wall. “I’m not having a mood swing,” I whisper inches from her lips, my voice as tight and close to snapping as my control. “I’m trying to keep you safe. From the others. And from myself.”

      Her breath feathers across my mouth. “Because you want to kill me?”

      “No, I don’t want to kill you, Blaire,” I whisper, skimming my fingers down the column of her throat as my fangs lengthen. “But I do want to taste you, preferably while you’re riding my cock and coming so fucking hard, I can feel every inch of your pussy gripping me tight as your blood flows down my throat.”

      Her pulse races faster beneath my fingertips, a siren’s call it’s fucking hellish to resist. “Sounds painful. For me.”

      “It wouldn’t be.” I lean in, inhaling the intoxicating fragrance of her skin. “When we feed during sex, all our lovers feel is pleasure.” I skim my free hand down the curve of her waist to grip her hip, nearly losing my mind as she lets out a soft, turned on moan in response. “And I would only drink a little.”

      “Is this the vampire version of ‘just the tip’?” she asks, gripping my shoulders as she drops her head back, meeting my no-doubt lust-fogged gaze with one of her own.

      “Just the tip?” I echo.

      “It’s something teen boys say, when they’re trying to convince you to have sex with them. That they’ll just put the tip inside.” She swallows, her throat working. “But spoiler alert—it’s never just the tip.”

      “No,” I murmur, cock thickening as her nipples tighten beneath the soft fabric of her dress. “I wouldn’t imagine so. But I’m not a boy. I’m a two-hundred-year-old vampire with experience keeping my urges in check.”

      “Are you sure about that?” she asks, casting a pointed gaze at my ever pointier teeth. “Seems to me that vampires and teenagers have a lot in common. They both like to wear lots of black, play angsty music, and suffer from poor impulse control.”

      My lips hook up as I ask, “Are you naked with your legs wrapped around my waist right now? Begging me to fuck your drenched little pussy?” Her lips part but I cut her off before she can answer, “Don’t bother, goblin. I know you’re wet. I can smell that, too. Smell how sweet and salty and fucking delicious you’d taste on my tongue.” I squeeze her hip tighter, making her brown eyes darken. “Just say the word and I’ll show you what a man can do to your body when he isn’t obligated to draw breath.”

      She shivers and her nipples poke even more insistently through her dress, but she shakes her head. “I told you. I have no interest in being your spicy chicken wrap. My blood stays in my body. The end.”

      “All right.” I bend my head, letting my nose brush lightly against hers. “Just sex then. No feeding. That’s probably for the best. Once you’ve come with a vampire at your throat, all other orgasms pale in comparison. I would ruin you for other men, witch. Absolutely ruin you.”

      “There are so many things I want to say to you right now,” she mutters, her breath coming faster as I press a kiss to her neck and she arches closer in response, her body clearly not as fussy about vampire fangs as her brain.

      “Then say them,” I murmur, pressing another kiss to her clavicle as I cup her breast through her dress, brushing my thumb over her swollen nipple.

      She flinches and sucks in a breath. “God, that feels…”

      “Good?” I prompt, rolling the taut flesh lightly between my fingers.

      “Terrible,” she says, almost panting now. “I don’t want to want you. I know better than to trust you. And sleeping together would be stupid. What if Annie and Colin do end up getting married and we have to face each other at holiday dinners every year with weird sex memories lingering in the air and making everything awkward and bad?”

      “They won’t get married,” I say, guiding her dress slowly off her shoulder. “And the sex memories won’t be weird. It’ll be the best fuck of your life, little goblin. I can promise you that.”

      A growl emerges from low in her throat. “How do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Make ‘goblin’ sound like some sexy pet name?”

      “Because I like you,” I confess, my heart clenching as I bare the gold satin of her bra. “You’re growing on me, goblin. And since lifting insane amounts of weight doesn’t seem to have taken the edge off, why don’t we see what you riding my face until you drench my lips with your come can do?”

      “I don’t… I can’t—” Her words end in a tortured groan as I slip my hand beneath the fabric of her bra, discovering her bare skin with my hands. A beat later, her nails are digging into my shoulders.

      “Fine,” she hisses, shifting her grip from my shoulders to cup my face as she adds, “but if you bite me, I’m staking you. Got it? No biting. Promise me.”

      “I promise,” I say, too desperate to get between her legs to quibble about sex bites and vampire slaughter being two very different things, one not at all on par with the other.

      If I do my job properly, she’ll be begging me to bite her soon enough. Begging me to bite her and fuck her and make her mine in every way a man can own a woman. There’s no doubt in my mind about that. I’ve put in the time to hone my skill in the bedroom and the chemistry between Blaire and I is already hot enough to melt every dumbbell in the room.

      The only question that remains is whether or not I’ll be able to keep my promise to keep my teeth to myself when she’s writhing in pleasure on my tongue, pleading for my cock and my fangs.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      Suddenly, he’s kissing me—hard and deep and even as my body lights up like a sky filled with northern lights, all I can think is how stupid this is.

      Stupid, stupid, oh so…

      Oh my…

      Oh my God.

      My heart races in my throat as Darcy strips my bra straps and dress down my arms, causing my breasts to spill out into the cool air. And then his fingers are teasing my bare nipples, sending desire pulsing between my legs, making me moan as he whispers roughly in my ear, “Spread your legs, little goblin.”

      Fuck, that nickname.

      And fuck him.

      Damn, I’m actually going to fuck him. I really am. I’m already so wet, so desperate for his cock that I obey his bossy command with only the barest moment of hesitation.

      I spread my legs as I tip my chin up and offer in a husky voice, “What’s the charge, officer?”

      His lips twitch and without missing a beat, he says, “Indecent exposure. These tits are too fucking sexy to be decent.” He presses his pelvis against me, making my heart stutter again as I feel the granite ridge behind the fly of his suit pants.

      He’s enormous and so hot it would be easy to forget he isn’t a human man. If his fangs weren’t currently pressed against my lips as he kisses me again, of course…

      I’m about to remind him not to bite me when he shoves my dress up around my waist and his hand slips between my thighs, feeling me through the soaked cotton of my panties.

      “Fuck, you’re even wetter than I thought,” he murmurs as he kisses his way down my throat, clearly being careful not to graze my skin with his fangs. He flicks his tongue across my nipple, making me flinch as sharper desire knifes through my core.

      His hand glides inside my panties and I shamelessly grind down against his fingers, too turned on to stop myself. I’ll worry about what power this might give Darcy over me later, after I’ve come at least twice.

      Hunger rips through my body as he crooks his fingers deep inside, coaxing another wave of lust to the surface. “Poor little pussy. She needs more than my fingers, doesn’t she?”

      “Yes,” I breathe, grateful he isn’t one of those weirdos who makes a woman wait for the D. Sometimes a lady wants foreplay, but sometimes she just wants it fast and hard up against the wall.

      Relief and anticipation for what’s coming next woosh through me with such force I don’t realize he’s gone until his heat suddenly vanishes.

      My lashes flutter open but before I can blink, I realize he hasn’t run away. He’s simply shifted positions. I glance down to see sexy-as-hell shirtless Darcy kneeling in front of me, clearly intending to do wicked things to me with his mouth, and a smile breaks across my face.

      He laughs and shakes his head. “Terrible.”

      “What?” I ask, biting my lip, but the smile can’t be tamed. I’m too damned excited. It’s been so long since someone kissed me there, and it really is one of my very favorite things.

      “You want to make me your slave, don’t you?” He strips my panties down my legs, making my breath catch, then catch again as he draws my leg over his shoulder. He turns his head, pressing a kiss to the inside of my thigh as he murmurs, “Get me addicted to this wet little goblin pussy and have me on my knees for you every night.”

      “Say the phrase ‘wet little goblin pussy’ again and I’m leaving,” I threaten, but I don’t mean it.

      I couldn’t leave if I tried. I’m too desperate for that hot mouth of his between my legs. Even the fear of what fangs might do to my most intimate places should he lose control can’t mute the ache gnawing away inside of me.

      “Slick little witch cunt?” he murmurs as he kisses closer to where I need him so desperately.

      I shudder as my fingers thread into his silky hair. “Better,” I breathe.

      “And how about this?” He brushes the softest kiss across my clit, but even that tender touch is enough to make my head spin.

      “The best,” I pant as he kisses me again. “Damn, you’re good at that.”

      He hums smugly against my slick skin, but I can’t get mad about it. Let him be smug. From what I’ve experienced so far, he’s earned the right to be full of himself when it comes to pleasing a woman.

      My eyes slide closed as I give in to the wicked beauty of his mouth savoring me, exploring me, devouring me with increasingly intense rolls of his talented tongue.

      And those fangs I was so worried about?

      They don’t get in the way, at all. In fact…

      “Oh, yes. Yes, there,” I moan, arching closer to the pointy tooth currently pressed against my clit. I buck into him, breath coming faster as his tongue pulses deep inside where I ache.

      He reaches up, cupping my breasts and playing with my nipples as he murmurs against my sex, “Need you on my cock, Blaire. Need to be buried in this heaven.”

      “Yes,” I whimper, nails digging into his shoulders. “Now.”

      “First, you come on my mouth,” he says in that overbearing voice I’m shocked to find doesn’t bother me when we’re together like this. In fact, I kind of like it. When he adds, “And then I’m going to pin you against the wall and fuck you until you scream,” my bones turn to overcooked carrots and the only word I can find is, “Yes. Yes, yes, yes.”

      He returns his full attention to teaching my pussy who’s boss, and I surrender with an abandon that isn’t like me. But hell, I’ve never felt anything like this. Memories of every other lover who’s tried and failed to deliver the kind of pleasure Darcy effortlessly demands from my body zip through my head only to be burned away in the heat. The fire building between us.

      “I’m close,” I pant. “So close.”

      He presses even tighter to the wet skin between my legs, moaning and sucking and tunneling his tongue deep into my entrance with a thinly controlled violence that’s hot as hell. His fingers bite into my thighs and his tongue strokes inside me one last time. Then that perfectly placed fang grinds against my clit, and I ignite.

      I cry out something—maybe his name, maybe some primal halleluiah—as I come so hard, I lose all sense of space and time. I lose language and reason and the feeling in my left foot, which seems to have twisted itself into a muscle cramp from all the excitement.

      But who needs a left foot?

      Not me. I just need that thick, glorious length in Darcy’s pants inside me—five minutes ago.

      As his lips crash into mine, leaving the salty sweetness of my sex on my tongue, I reach for the close of his pants. “No, mine,” I mumble against his mouth as I swat his hands away. “I get to take this cock out. I—”

      My words end in a sharp inhale as voices sound from the hall.

      My hands freeze on Darcy’s belt and my wide eyes meet his as the door to the gym creaks open.

      There’s just enough time for Darcy to jerk my dress back up over my bare breasts and poof us both into mist before two men in tuxedos stumble into the room, kissing hard as they tear at each other’s clothes.

      I want to ask Darcy if the gym is always a hotbed of hook-ups, but I can’t speak while misty. I can see much better this time, however, and actually enjoy the float through the open window on the other side of the room and down to the grass at the fringes of the party.

      But not as much as I’m going to enjoy getting Darcy back to his place and out of those clothes—ASAP.

      The moment we materialize, my lips part to ask for “more, please,” like a shameless, starving orphan from a Dickens novel.

      But before I can speak, Annie calls out from behind me, “There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      After a quick adjustment to my dress, I spin, forcing a smile. “I’m right here. Darcy and I were just…walking. And talking. Right, Darcy?”

      “Walking and talking are two of my favorite things,” he murmurs in a tone that makes my nipples tingle all over again.

      “Oh, good,” Annie says, confusion momentarily tightening her features before she adds, “Everly called, but we keep getting disconnected. I told her I’d try her from the house, where cell reception is better.” She grins and claps her hands. “Her funding for her project might get restored, and I think she’s in love. She mentioned a mysterious boyfriend who lives even in deeper in the woods than she does. I can’t wait to hear all about him.”

      “Me, too,” I say, meaning it.

      Sort of.

      I definitely want to hear from my usually-too-focused-on-work-to-remember-to-eat scientist sister, but I also want to stay here. With Darcy. And his cock and his mouth and his fingers and all his other delicious parts.

      But if Annie’s going home there’s no reason for me to stay. This thing with Darcy is about tricking our siblings into calling off their wedding, after all, not pleasure. Or connection. Or any of the other things I felt while Darcy was worshiping me with his mouth.

      In fact, all those things are probably dangerous. I’m not going to actually start something with this man. It’s all pretend and the fact that I forgot that for even a few seconds is even more reason to head for home.

      “See you tomorrow then, Darcy?” I ask.

      “Tomorrow,” he says, his eyes reflecting the same lust still rampaging through my system.

      “Good night,” I murmur as Annie takes my arm and leads me toward the tram that will carry us down the mountain.

      “Night,” he says, again in that voice that makes me want to have my way with him right on the Blackmore’s front lawn.

      “What’s up with you two?” Annie whispers once we’re a respectable distance from the party. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I was catching a vibe just then. And what happened to his shirt?”

      I snort, “He was working out when I found him. And nope, no vibe. I think you drank too much champagne. I’ll make you scrambled eggs with cheese when we get home to help sober you up.”

      Annie hums doubtfully beneath her breath, but lets it drop. “Okay, but I’m making the bacon. You always get it too crispy.”

      “There’s no such thing as too crispy.”

      Annie and I rehash our old bacon argument for the hundredth time since we were little kids, in charge of cooking breakfast for ourselves and all our siblings while Mom was off at work or “finding herself” or swept away in one of her whirlwind romances that always ended badly. And usually with another baby sister on the way.

      By the time we get back to the house, I’ve managed to stop replaying every second with Darcy over and over again in my head. But once we’ve chatted with Everly, eaten our late (or early?) breakfast, and headed to bed, the hunger returns.

      I’m haunted by sexy Darcy dreams that have nothing to do with saving my sister from a miserable marriage and wake up wishing I wasn’t alone in my bed.

      I’m in trouble and there’s only one cure—a cold shower.

      Maybe several of them.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Darcy

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saturday, October 25th

      

      

      

      My rest is tormented by erotic dreams featuring Blaire Wonderfully, in which she alternates between begging for my cock and teasing me for having the hots for a goblin. In one of them, she actually transforms into a goblin and crawls out from under a slimy rock to do a strip tease at the edge of a mountain stream.

      But even the green skin, abundance of warts, and cracked and yellow toenails of Goblin Blaire don’t completely turn me off.

      I’m playing with fire with this woman. I should be on my way to join Edmund and Ferris in France, putting an ocean and a couple weeks of travel by steamboat between Blaire and myself.

      Instead, I feed Punky some fresh salmon, promise her, “I’ll bring Blaire by to visit soon,” and am out the door the moment the sun sinks below the horizon.

      I swoop down the mountain in bat form to the Wonderfully home to prepare for another night of pretending to be crazy for each other. But this time, we’re going to be performing in front of my entire clan, which means there’s no room for mistakes. Blaire and I need to get our game plan in place before the festivities start later tonight.

      That’s why I’m here. Not because of those steamy dreams or the strange longing to see Blaire that rose inside me the moment I awakened.

      I transform back into my human form by their garden gate, eyes narrowing as I catch the faintly rotten, fecund scent drifting from the large bush in the corner of the front yard. A quick glance below the heavy flowers still blooming despite the frost the past few nights, confirms the presence of a web, as well as a plump, suspiciously large spider.

      But before I can determine if the Wonderfully yard is just spider friendly or infested by a jorogumo—a Japanese spider shifter that feeds on human bones—a scream sounds from the third floor, followed swiftly by Blaire’s voice screeching, “Let go! Let go of me! Right now!”

      A beat later I’m back in bat form, soaring up toward the sound of her voice. Thankfully, Annie offered me an invitation to the home when Colin and I first visited the sisters several weeks ago to prepare for the engagement announcement, so I’m able to enter the window without asking permission.

      I have enough time to realize I’m in a bathroom—one that’s seen better days and needs a new sink to replace the pink monstrosity currently clinging to the cracked wall—before Blaire tumbles out of the shower. She falls to the bathmat completely naked and begins fiercely kicking at the tentacle wrapped around her other foot.

      Moving fast, I shift into human form and reach for the closest weapon I can find. Ripping the heavy old candelabra from the wall beside the sink, I fall to my knees beside Blaire and proceed to beat back the tentacle, being careful not to hit her leg or foot while I’m at it.

      After a couple of direct hits, a musical hooting sound echoes from the drain and the creature retreats, leaving Blaire and I panting on the floor.

      Grabbing the odd, whalebone drain cover, I slap it back over the hole and lean in to hold it in place. “Screws! Now,” I shout, but Blaire is already scrambling to her feet and rushing from the room.

      She rushes back a moment later wearing a giant t-shirt and holding a big leather tool belt. She drops down beside me, her hands shaking as she searches for the right sized screw. “What was that thing?”

      “A house kraken,” I say, my nose wrinkling as a mournful song echoes from somewhere in the pipes. “You’re lucky you and Annie haven’t both been eaten.”

      “Is that what’s been singing in the drain?” She fits the screw to the hole, getting it started before reaching for a screwdriver.

      “Yes,” I say, cursing their mother again for her failure to educate her children. “And for future reference, if you hear something singing in the shower, get out of it. Quickly. House kraken are smaller than the species that lives in the sea, but they’re vicious and once they’ve had a taste of human blood, they become quite insatiable for it.” The drain bucks beneath my hands, but I hold it firmly in place as I add through a clenched jaw, “And very difficult to exterminate without installing new pipes. Plastic ones. They’re allergic.”

      “I can’t afford new pipes,” she says, sitting back on her heels with a frustrated huff. “And I can’t get the drain cover back on without more repairs. The screw holes are all stripped.”

      Glancing around the room, I look for something heavy enough to cover the drain and keep the kraken in the pipes. I’m about to ask Blaire if she’s strong enough to hold the cover in place while I go hunt for a small boulder or a stack of old encyclopedias when she sits up straighter, “You said they hate plastic?”

      “They’re allergic to it, yes,” I say, grunting as the kraken punches at the cover with its cold tentacle.

      “One second.” She scoots around me, brushing against my back as she fishes underneath the sink. A moment later she’s kneeling beside me again, an ancient orange Tupperware container in hand. “I’ve been using it to catch water from the leak, but I can find something else for that.” She arches a brow. “You think it will work?”

      “It’s worth a try.” I take the bowl, my fingers brushing hers as she hands in over. Ignoring the way my traitorous body electrifies in response to even that innocent touch, I move my hand and slap the bowl upside down on top of the busted drain cover.

      The tentacle knocks the drain cover off almost immediately, but when it goes for the bottom of the transparent bowl, it hesitates, then cringes, recoiling back into the drain with a tragic warble.

      Blaire exhales beside me. “Crisis averted. Thanks for the rescue.”

      “You’re welcome, but I wouldn’t say averted. Only postponed. You need to get a plumber in here to remove the beast and install plastic pipes.”

      She drags a hand through her hair. “I believe you, but I really can’t, Darcy. We can’t afford it. I could barely afford that dress for my makeover yesterday. Until I find more work or discover buried treasure in the basement, we’re on a tight budget.”

      Feeling terrible for not considering her financial situation sooner—I should have offered to pay for the makeover up front, considering I’m the one who insisted she needed one—I say gruffly, “Don’t worry about the money. Call Rick at Nightfall Plumbing and Heat and get on his schedule. Whatever he quotes you for the job, I’ll cover it.”

      She shakes her head. “No, Darcy. That’s very kind of you, but—”

      “It’s not kind; it’s what’s best for the town.” I rise to my feet and reach a hand down to her. “House kraken can spread through the sewer system. Best to nip this infestation in the bud and keep it from affecting other houses that can’t afford to update their pipes.”

      She slips her hand into mine. “That’s still kind. And appreciated. Thank you. And just FYI, I will pay you back as soon as I possibly can.”

      “Don’t worry about it. And you’re welcome. It’s my pleasure.” I pull her to her feet, awareness thickening the air between us again as she tips her head back to hold my gaze.

      “It is really?” she asks. “Your pleasure?” she clarifies in response to my no-doubt confused expression. “Because you don’t look very pleased. You look like you bit into a rotten persimmon.”

      “I didn’t sleep well last night,” I admit.

      “I didn’t either.” The tension between us skyrockets as she adds in a whisper, “My brain was too full of sex. I’m pretty sure it was oozing out of my ears.”

      My lips twitch as I bend my head closer to hers. “Same. You were wicked in my dreams last night, little goblin.”

      She loops her arms around my neck and leans in, making me moan low in my throat as her breasts press against my chest. “I’m even worse in real life. I promise.”

      I cup her firm ass in both hands. “You underestimate the scope of my imagination.”

      “You underestimate just how few dealbreakers I have in the bedroom.” She rubs against me like a cat, but I’m the one left wanting to purr. She feels so fucking good, my fangs are already thickening, and my cock seems determined to rip through my fly like a jorogumo through human flesh.

      The odd comparison makes me frown until I remember, “I think you have another issue,” I say, still squeezing her ass because I very simply lack the ability to stop touching it. “In your front garden. We should have a look before you pack your things, make sure we don’t need to call supernatural pest control as well.”

      She frowns. “What issue? And why am I packing my things?”

      “You and Annie are coming to stay in our guest wing. You can’t very well stay here with a house kraken in your pipes. You won’t be able to shower safely until it’s removed.”

      “We can take baths in Annie’s bathroom instead,” she says. “I don’t want to put you out.”

      “You won’t be. Our servants will attend to your needs, and I’ll rest easier knowing you’re safe. Besides…” I nod toward the toilet in the corner. “Showers aren’t the only issue. Kraken can come through the toilet as well.”

      Blaire’s eyes widen in horror.

      “Exactly,” I agree. “I can’t imagine a worse way to die than with a tentacle up the—”

      “Don’t say it,” she cuts in with a shudder. “I’m already imagining it and it’s horrible. I’m not sure my butt cheeks will ever unclench again.”

      I squeeze her tight as fuck buttocks. “That’s all right. They feel good clenched.”

      She tries to shift backward out of my arms, but I keep my hands where they are and her hips pressed tight to mine, summoning a smile to her face. “So, you’re an ass man, huh? I would have pegged you as a breast guy.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugs. “All the vampires in the movies seem to enjoy sinking their teeth into pillowy boobs.” Her lashes droop lower over her dancing eyes as she adds in a husky voice, “And you were very attentive to mine last night.”

      Before I can assure her that I intend to be equally attentive to all her delicious parts, there’s a knock on the bathroom door.

      “Blaire? Are you okay?” Annie asks from the hall outside. “I thought I heard screaming up here, but I couldn’t tell for sure. I’ve been in the basement with my headphones on.”

      “Yeah, you did hear screaming, but I’m fine now.” Blaire steps toward the door and this time I let her, even though my cock laments the loss of her belly pressed against him like a death in the family. “Darcy flew in to help.”

      She opens the door, revealing Annie in baggy black sweatpants and a stained sweatshirt featuring a worm surrounded by piles of books. Her pale features are make-up free and her glasses are large and awkward looking on her narrow face. I can’t help wishing I could spirit her up to Colin just like this. My brother isn’t a shallow man, but he might be persuaded to slow his race to the altar upon discovering how much his future bride looks like the nerdy girl who never survives until the end of the horror movie.

      As Blaire explains the kraken infestation, I do my best to remember how to tell a spider shifter from a normal one. When Annie leans into the shower to stare through the bowl into the drain, I ask Blaire, “Do you have any citrus in the house?”

      Her lips pucker. “Citrus… I’m not sure.”

      “Even say, a small squeeze bottle of lemon juice, would do the trick.” I arch a pointed brow and Blaire has the grace to look guilty.

      “Right, I do have one of those,” she says as Annie leans closer to the drain, muttering, “I don’t see anything. Are you sure it’s still in there?”

      “It’s still in there,” I assure her before turning back to Blaire. “Fetch the juice and meet me in the front yard. We’ll make sure your spider is just a spider, not something worse, and then I’ll call for help with your luggage.”

      “We don’t really—” Annie’s words end in a yip of surprise as she leaps away from the shower, pressing back against the peeling wallpaper. “Oh my God. I saw it.” She shudders. “I’m never going to be able to shower again. That’s it. I’ll just stay dirty for the rest of my life.”

      “Or be able to use the toilet,” Blaire mutters, pushing on when Annie makes a strangled sound and clutches at her throat, “It’s fine. Once we get those plastic pipes in, it won’t bother us anymore.” She squeezes her sister’s shoulder. “Why don’t you start packing? I’ll go check on Mama Spider with Darcy and be back in to help in just a few minutes.”

      “But how am I going to get ready without a shower?” Annie asks, blinking behind her large lenses, clearly still in shock from what she saw squirming around in the drain.

      “You can wash and dress in the guest quarters at the estate,” I assure her, secretly pleased I might have a chance to parade this cute, but decidedly less sexy version of Annie in front of my brother.

      She’s already far, far from his usual type. Once he sees her in caterpillar form, it might at least get him to the pump the brakes long enough to notice how well Blaire and I are getting along.

      Annie tugs on a lock of cobweb bedraggled hair. “All right. Thank you.” She starts to leave the bathroom but turns back with a spooked expression. “There isn’t anything I should be afraid of in the basement, is there? I was down there all afternoon going through old boxes and I kept hearing footsteps. Light footsteps, like a kid was running across the room behind me. But every time I turned around, they stopped, and I never saw anything move.”

      “Probably a poltergeist,” I say. “They’re nothing to worry about. Most of them are harmless, especially the ones who died when they were children.”

      Annie gulps, clearly not comforted by my words. “So it was a ghost? A…ghost child? Who died in this house?”

      “Many people have died in this house,” I say gently. I don’t want to scare her, but death is as much a part of life here in Nightfall as it is everywhere else. Most paranormal creatures live longer than humans, but we all die. Eventually. Even vampires. “At the time this home was built, most people died in their beds. And there are accidents, of course. The nearest hospital is an hour away and most of our residents are unable to seek help there without risking exposing us all to the human world.”

      “And doctors don’t know how to fix humans half the time,” Blaire says, “let alone shifters and vampires.” She pats Annie’s back. “It’s fine. If Darcy says we don’t need to worry about the ghosts, then we won’t. And he’s going to help us with the kraken and anything else that arises. By the time we’re finished with this place, it will be safer than Fort Knox. I promise.”

      Annie nods and shoots me a grateful smile that’s very sweet, making me feel terrible for thinking uncharitable thoughts about her appearance. She’s a darling woman, inside and out. She’s just not good for Colin and vice versa.

      On impulse, I touch a gentle hand to her arm. “Don’t worry, love. We’ll keep you safe. You’re a Blackmore now and we keep close watch over our own.”

      Behind her, Blaire scowls, but it isn’t until she’s fetched the lemon juice and met me in the front yard that I realize why.

      “And what happens when Annie doesn’t become a Blackmore?” she asks as she joins me by the bush by the fence. “Will you still help keep her safe? I’m not the kind of person who usually needs help or who likes to ask for it even when I do, but…” She sighs as she glances up at the bathroom window. “I have no idea what I’m doing here. And I don’t want my failure to beat the learning curve to end with Annie getting hurt. Or worse.”

      “Absolutely,” I assure her. “I’m here for you both. You have nothing to worry about.”

      She huffs. “Right. Except the kraken and the house falling apart and whatever’s up with this spider.” She arches a brow and lowers her voice. “What is up with the spider, by the way?”

      “Possibly nothing.” I motion toward the browning fall grass beside the bush. “Sprinkle some of the lemon juice there and let’s see. Spiders don’t care for citrus, but jorogumo find it irresistible.”

      “Interesting,” she says, “that so many supernatural creatures have a thing with citrus, one way or another. And no, I’m not even going to ask what a jorogumo is. You can let me know if or when I have one for sure. I’m tapped out on learning new things. Sally gave me a run down on all the Nightfall species while she was beautifying me yesterday and my head is still spinning.”

      “Jorogumos aren’t native to the area,” I say as she spritzes the grass with brightly scented juice. “They’re an invasive species and primarily monstrous.”

      “As opposed to you?” she asks, that teasing, playful note in her tone I’m becoming more familiar with. “Who is only secondarily monstrous?”

      “Yes,” I say. “I was human before I became a vampire, and my spirit is human still. With spider shifters, their human form is a mask they wear to get close to their prey. They don’t have any connection to the—” I break off as a spider the size of a closed fist plops onto the grass from a low-hanging flower, leaving it bobbing in its wake.

      But unlike most women I know, Blaire doesn’t shudder or back away from the creature. She actually leans closer and murmurs, “Okay, Mama Spider. Here’s your moment of truth. I hope you’re one of the good guys. I’d like us to be friends.”

      The spider crawls a few cautious steps toward the juice, freezes with its head cocked to one side, then quickly scuttles back the way it came, disappearing under the bush.

      Blaire exhales a relieved sigh. “Well, that’s good at least. I’ve always liked spiders. I’d hate to have to exterminate one. Even if it was a monster in its spare time.”

      “They eat human bones. Only once or twice a year but…”

      “But that’s enough,” she says, sucking in a breath through her teeth. “Jesus. I’m going to have to make a list of all the predators around here to keep on the fridge. Just so Annie and I can remind ourselves of all the ways we need to watch our asses while we’re fetching cream for our coffee every morning.” She props her hands on her hips with a sigh. “It also makes me realize how shitty the real world is. How sad is it that Nightfall still seems like a better option, even after being attacked by a tentacle in my shower and narrowly avoided having my bones munched?”

      “The real world is rigged against our kind. At least in Nightfall the rules are made with supernaturals in mind.”

      “But I’m basically human,” she says, her voice soft and vulnerable. “I didn’t know I was a witch before and neither did anyone else. I should have been able to pull off living a normal human life and keeping my sisters safe, but…”

      “You did your best. That’s all anyone can do.” I loop an arm around her waist and draw her to my chest, tucking her below my chin where she fits just right.

      Surprisingly, she allows it.

      She doesn’t pull away or tense up. She simply rests her cheek on my chest with a sigh, and I…hold her.

      I hold her and realize I haven’t held a woman—just held her, without an agenda except to give her comfort—in so long I can’t remember the last occasion.

      All I know is that it feels wonderful and sad and confusing as hell.

      And that I don’t want to let her go, not even when Annie calls out that their bags are ready to go.
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      I’m not a hugger. I never have been.

      My mother used to joke that I emerged from the womb contrary, independent, and with no time for snuggling.

      I don’t even hug my sisters very often. It takes a near death experience or serious emotional trauma to get me in a “ready to embrace and be embraced” state of mind. I prefer to shake hands or nudge a friend’s shoulder for comfort or stomp around and yell if I’m upset.

      The fact that I not only allowed Darcy to hug me, but that I enjoyed it so damned much, is troubling. And I can’t even explain it away as part of our performance. There was no one around to see us.

      It was just him and me and his arms that felt like the shelter from the shit storm I’ve always secretly longed for.

      “It’s definitely a shit storm, not a normal storm,” I mutter as I watch the citizens of Nightfall stream up the hill to the open front gate from the window of my new guest room.

      “What’s that?” Annie asks from behind me at the vanity, where Elsbeth, the maid assigned to make us comfortable in our new digs, is coiling my sister’s hair into an elaborate arrangement atop her head.

      “Our life,” I say with a sigh as I spin back around. “It’s a shit storm. Not a normal, rainy storm. Not even one with hail and gale force winds.”

      Annie shoots me a look from the corners of her eyes. “We’re safe and warm and getting ready to go to a party. I think we’re doing okay.”

      “There’s a killer octopus in our shower,” I counter. “And it tried to eat me.”

      “But it didn’t eat you, and the plumber said the new pipes should be installed by this time next week,” she parries back. “That has to be a minor miracle. Usually, you can’t get a plumber to show up for a consultation for weeks, let alone promise to have the work completed in just seven days.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, then remember I’m wearing my only other boob outfit—a red wrap sweater with a deep V in the front, paired with black jeans—and uncross them, not wanting to risk a tata escape in front of Elsbeth.

      Elsbeth…who is so quiet and non-responsive, I’m beginning to think she doesn’t speak English.

      “Have you ever encountered a house kraken, Elsbeth?” I ask, testing my theory.

      She glances my way at the sound of her name, blinking in confusion before she shrugs, offers me an uncertain smile, and turns back to Annie’s hair.

      I catch my sister’s gaze in the mirror, but she widens her eyes in her signature, “don’t be rude or embarrassing” expression, the one she perfected when we were five and I kept getting caught stealing snacks at kindergarten. They were for our sisters back at home, who rarely had the chance to enjoy such delicacies as fruit leather or non-stale animal crackers, but she was still mortified and warned me never to do it again.

      Imagine my surprise when she opened her backpack the next day after school to reveal her own stash of individually wrapped animal crackers that she’d deftly swiped without getting caught. “It’s okay to take them because we need them and they have plenty to spare,” she’d explained as she handed out the snacks to our delighted siblings. “But we don’t want to get caught or for them know how much we need them. That would be bad.”

      Even at a young age, both Annie and I understood that our home life wasn’t anything like the rest of the kids at school. Even those who were poor and didn’t always know where their next meal was coming from, like us, had televisions and video games and a computer to use for homework. We didn’t have electricity until Mom finally sprang for electrical and plumbing updates the summer Annie and I turned twelve. Until then, we did our homework by candlelight and ran through the snow to the outhouse.

      The memory reminds me that Annie isn’t always as innocent or law-abiding as she seems. She used to steal tampons for us, too, when we were still too young to get a job and Mom refused to buy anything but pads so massive that we waddled around like saddle sore cowboys when we stuck them to our panties.

      She might be down for helping me find another way to shore up the shield protecting the town—even if it was a little sketchy—but I don’t know how to enlist her help without making her suspicious about the feelings I’m allegedly starting to have for Darcy.

      Alleged…

      That’s all they are. I don’t really like him. I like his tongue and his smell and his dry sense of humor and that hug was really fucking nice, but he’s still a stuffy, cranky old vampire who had his hand wrapped around my throat just a few days ago.

      Ignoring the soft voice in my head whispering that it kind of liked that part, too, and that hands wrapped around throats can be fun in the right context, I grab my cell from the dressing table and stuff it into my back pocket. “I think I’ll head to the party and see if there are any snacks out yet. Text me when you’re on your way down?”

      “Will do,” Annie says, calling after me as I start for the door, “but don’t eat too much candy corn. You know it always makes you sick, and I want to win the three-legged race. It’s the only race I ever win.”

      “Oh, we’ll win,” I say, turning back to her with a grin. “It’s our twin superpower, baby.”

      “It is,” she says with a laugh that brings color to her cheeks.

      She looks…happy, and for a moment I wonder if breaking her and Colin up is the right thing to do. But then I remind myself that once Darcy and I convince them that we’re in love, it will be their choice whether to break-up or stay together and push the guilt aside.

      I’m not raining on Annie’s parade, I’m simply offering her the chance to choose Colin, if she wants him, instead of feeling forced into a marriage for the good of her family.

      Heading down the hall toward the sound of conversation and laughter on the patio, I start to catch the pre-party buzz. With all the other engagement festivities, I’ve been too worried about my sister or annoyed by vampires to just relax and enjoy myself.

      But as I step out onto the patio to see the back lawn transformed into a carnival complete with popcorn and cotton candy stands, a carousel for the kids, and tons of silly games to be played under the multi-colored lights strung above the scene, I can’t fight the grin that stretches across my face.

      Maybe it’s that this event is more laid back and kid-friendly than the others, or maybe it’s the fact that Darcy and I are a team with a plan of attack this time around, but I find myself looking forward to the next few hours.

      And when Darcy materializes before me a beat later, I’m happy to see him.

      “Ready to flirt like you’ve never flirted before?” he asks, a smile stretching across his face as his gaze locks on mine. “You look like you’ve got something up your sleeve.”

      I shake my head. “Nope. Just in a good mood. And excited about kicking your ass at every game on that lawn.”

      His eyes narrow even as his smile widens. “I’d like to see you try. I happen to be the reining cornhole champion ten years running.”

      “And I happen to find the word cornhole both gross and amusing.”

      He crosses his arms over his chest with a nod. “Understandable. From what I’ve been able to discern so far, you seem to have the sense of humor of a twelve-year-old boy.”

      I allow my smile to go syrupy sweet as I bat my lashes up at his stupidly handsome face. “Well, at least I have a sense of humor.”

      His laugh is a deep rumble that makes me want to curl up in his lap and snag another one of those strong and sexy hugs of his. Instead, I nudge him with my elbow and nod toward the games, “Should we dive in? I told Annie to text me when she and Colin are on their way out, so we’ll know when to start turning up the heat.”

      “And what if I don’t want to wait?” he asks, his fingers nipping at my waist above my jeans. “Your ass is even more delicious-looking than usual tonight. And this sweater…”

      Ignoring the heat creeping up my neck, I ask, “You like?”

      “It might turn me into a boob man,” he whispers, making me giggle like an idiot.

      No, not like an idiot. Like a woman who’s falling for the cute guy next door. Except the cute guy isn’t a guy, he’s an ancient, moody vampire, and this is all pretend. It would be one thing if that giggle were fake, but it wasn’t. It was real. As real as the way my nervous system lights up like the Vegas strip as Darcy parks his big, warm hand at the small of my back again and guides me down the steps toward the party in progress.

      “Your hand is warm because you just sucked someone’s blood, I’m guessing?” I ask, doing my best to remind myself what he is and what he does. We don’t even occupy the same place on the food chain, let alone have enough in common for me to start having real feelings for this man.

      “The vampire bar is serving hot toddies and mulled blood wine tonight,” he says mildly. “And there are less crass ways to refer to feeding from a live donor, little goblin. Let me know if you’d like to learn them.”

      “Nah, we goblins are crass. It’s kind of our thing.”

      He chuckles and lets out a long breath, shaking his head as if at some private amusement.

      “What?” I ask. “I want in on the joke.”

      He shakes his head again, more emphatically this time. “No. Never. I refuse to give you more ammunition against me. You’re diabolical enough as it is.”

      “Thanks,” I say, weirdly touched. “That may be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      I fight the crazy urge to reach out and twine my fingers through his. If there’s anything I hate more than hugging, it’s holding hands. It’s so adolescent and cheesy.

      Or so I’ve always thought…

      But now, as Darcy stops in front of an empty cornhole board with a pile of beanbags beside it, I wish I could give his hand a squeeze before I tell him that I’m going to crush all his cornhole championship dreams.

      Instead, I tap his shoe with mine and warn, “Cornhole was basically our only form of entertainment as children. Aside from climbing trees and pretending to be warrior fairies and occasionally setting my youngest sister on fire.”

      His brows shoot up.

      “Not on purpose,” I assure him. “Felicity is just naturally flammable. We always put her out in time but most of her clothes had singe marks on them growing up.”

      “Thank goodness she’s not your twin,” he says, “or I’d be even more worried about Colin. Fire is one of the few things that can kill a vampire.”

      I frown, some of the joy going out of the night as I ask, “You’re worried about Colin?”

      “Of course,” he says. “We’ve discussed this.”

      “No, we discussed that we were worried about our siblings because we didn’t want them to be pressured into a marriage that isn’t right for them. You never said anything about being afraid that Annie might…” I trail off with a flustered shrug. “I honestly have no idea what you’re thinking. Annie is as sweet and harmless as they come. Colin’s the one with pointy teeth and a grouchy problem.”

      “Colin isn’t grouchy; he’s reserved,” he says, bending to collect three of the bean bags. “Would you like to go first? So as not to be intimidated by my excellence?”

      “I’d like you to stop trying to change the subject and answer my question.” I collect the remaining three bags. “And then I’m fine with going second. I don’t get intimidated; I get even.”

      He arches a wry brow. “That makes…very little sense.”

      “You make very little sense.”

      “We’re supposed to be flirting, not fighting,” he says in a softer voice.

      “There’s a thin line between the two.” Cradling my bean bags in one arm, I rest a hand on his arm and lean in, leading with my cleavage as I add in a huskier voice, “But I can get back to batting my eyelashes as soon as you explain why you think my sweet, harmless, adorable, sincere, generous, wonderful sister would be any danger to your cranky shit turd of a brother.”

      “You forgot beautiful,” he says, an emotion flickering in his eyes that I haven’t seen before. “And I’m afraid he’ll fall for her, of course. And that she won’t fall for him in return. And then my brother, whose heart is already shredded into so much hamburger meat from losing the last woman he loved, will have his soul shattered all over again. I don’t know if he’d survive it.”

      Pain flashing through my chest, I give his arm a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think of that. If it’s any comfort, if that did happen Annie would let him down so easy, he wouldn’t even realize he’d been let down. She’s the kindest person I’ve ever met. Truly. She wouldn’t hurt a fly, let alone the man she used to be engaged to marry.”

      “We haven’t broken them up yet.” He brushes my hair from my forehead and tucks it behind my ear, the feel of his fingertips on my skin enough to make me shiver. “Are you cold?”

      “No,” I answer honestly.

      “Then why are you shivering, little goblin?” he asks as his fingers capture my earlobe, giving it a light squeeze that I feel…everywhere.

      Before I realize what I’m up to, I do something completely out of character.

      I reach up, wrap my fingers around the back of his neck, and drag his lips down to mine.

      As he kisses me back with the same fierce sweetness and barely contained hunger as last night, I have a sudden flash of knowing. I suddenly know that his fears are going to come true, only it won’t be Colin falling for Annie, it’ll be me falling for this impossible man.

      A man who wants to fuck me but also thinks I’m a crass little goblin.

      A man who has offered to help my family but only because he’s a decent person who doesn’t want the town infested with killer cephalopods.

      A man who brings my body to life but who has zero interest in my heart.

      Too bad and too late a giddy voice whispers in my head as he reaches down to squeeze my ass in full view of half the town. I’m pretty sure it’s my heart and that she just did a full-blown canon dive into the deep end of the crush pool.

      I’m trying to muster the strength to pull away from his kiss and make a run for the bathroom where I can give my heart a very stern talking to when a hysterical female voice screeches, “You never touched my butt like that! You asshole!”

      What feels like a small paddling pool full of water is suddenly dumped over my head, and I’m too busy sputtering and swiping at my eyes to see what happens next. All I know is that by the time I can see again, Darcy’s gone.

      Well, his human form is gone.

      All that remains is a big bat chasing a smaller bat across the lawn, past the apple bobbing booth that’s now missing one large barrel full of water. The only good news is that the apple bobbers are staring at me with a mixture of shocked and delightfully scandalized expressions, making it clear they saw the whole thing.

      Even better, Annie and Colin are there at the back of the crowd, looking stunned but also a little…hopeful?

      Yes, that’s definitely hope in my sister’s eyes.

      Now if only Darcy would get back here and help me make sure it stays there!

      As if summoned by my thoughts, Darcy poofs back into his human form beside me, making me jump. “Shit, you scared me,” I say, before sweetening my tone as I take his hand and add, “Are you okay? What happened?”

      “I’m fine. And Janet’s been formally banned from all Blackmore lands and forbidden to feed from any living donor, whether willing or unwilling. You won’t have to worry about her again,” he says, his eyes raking up and down my body in a way that makes my already tight nipples bead into aching points against my soaked sweater. “But you’re drenched. You’re going to catch your death out here in those wet things. Come inside. We’ll find you something else to wear and order you a mulled cider to warm you up.”

      “Ok-kay, th-thanks,” I say, my teeth chattering. “That sounds good.”

      He pulls me in for another hug that’s even sweeter and safer than the one earlier this evening. And then he kisses the top of my head and whispers, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let my guard down. Not even here.”

      “It’s okay,” I whisper back as I melt into his strength, his heat.

      But it’s not okay.

      Even reminding myself that Darcy’s seductive heat is stolen from human blood fails to take the edge off my longing. I still want to curl up, rest my head on his strong chest, and forget all of the problems of the past year.

      Forget my missing, presumed dead, mother, forget my struggling sisters, forget the stress of slowly losing my livelihood and watching the light go out of Annie’s eyes when the library shut down. And most of all, forget that I’m a fish out of water in a world where my ignorance could easily end in my death and then there would be no one left to hold my family together.

      I’ve always been the strong one, the surrogate mom to my sisters, the tough nut no amount of trial or tribulation could crack.

      But now, suddenly, I want to crack. I want to break down the middle and bare all my secretly squishy insides to a predator I barely know.

      It’s so, so dumb.

      If I were a heroine in a movie right now, I’d be screaming at the screen for this chick to wise up and get a grip on her hormones before her bloodsucker crush ends in disaster.

      Instead, I let Darcy take my hand and lead me past the gaping crowd into the house, feeling both safer and more confused than I have in a damned long time.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Darcy

        

      

    

    
      I should take her back to her rooms, deliver her into Elsbeth’s capable hands, and return to my guests.

      Or if I’m determined to go above and beyond, I should deliver her to Elsbeth then send one of the other servants to check and see if the dresses I ordered earlier this evening have been delivered so she’ll have something dry to wear aside from her overalls and handywoman clothes.

      Instead, I mist us both into my office upstairs.

      The moment we’ve both materialized, I slam the door behind us and press her back against it, kissing her hard and deep. She returns the kiss with the same almost frenzied intensity. It’s like I haven’t fed in months and her kiss is the only thing keeping me alive and warm.

      Fuck, she’s so warm, so hot and alive in my arms.

      “I can’t get enough of your mouth,” I murmur against her lips as we stumble across the room to the couch by the window, kissing every step of the way.

      “Same,” she says, shivering before her arms tighten around my neck. “It’s bad, Darcy. This is bad.”

      “It doesn’t feel bad,” I say, but I know what she means. This is trouble we don’t need. We’re supposed to be fooling our siblings not getting into some kind of fraught, enemies-with-benefits situation.

      But she doesn’t feel like an enemy anymore.

      If I’m honest she never did. From the beginning, she was like a light flicked on in a long-darkened room. At first it was startling, irritating even, but now…she makes me see things, feel things I haven’t in so long.

      When I’m with her, I almost feel…

      I almost…

      “Human,” I murmur as I guide her back onto the couch. “You make me feel human, again.”

      “You make me feel…scared,” she says in a small voice that isn’t like her. But it’s honest and it cuts through the lust fogging my brain as effectively as the water Janet dumped over our heads.

      I pull back, brushing her damp curls from her forehead as I search her troubled eyes. “Why? I would never hurt you, Blaire. Never. I swear it.”

      Her lips tremble at the edges. “Yeah, just like Annie would never hurt Colin.”

      “Like Annie…” I trail off, every last bit of heat draining from my face as the implication of her words hits full force.

      Her breath rushes out with a wince. “Yeah. That’s about how I thought you’d take that news.” She tries to rise from the couch, but I’m halfway on top of her and too stunned to move.

      Of all the things I expected from this woman, a vulnerable confession that she’s developing feelings for me is pretty much the last thing on the list.

      Hell, it wasn’t on the list. Not even close.

      She pushes at my chest. “Let me up, please. I’ll go change in my room.”

      “Wait.” I shift over onto the other cushion, giving her space but taking her hand in mine as I move. I don’t want her to run away, not with this potentially catastrophic bombshell waiting to explode between us. “Can we talk about this? About…whatever you’re feeling?”

      She cringes and sticks her tongue out, making a gagging sound that’s much more in line with what I’ve come to expect from this Wonderfully sister. “Gross, no. Please. I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to feel it, let alone talk about it. I don’t like hugs or forehead kisses or men helping me take care of my problems.”

      “Why not?” I ask, pretty certain those are three of most of my female acquaintance’s favorite things.

      She shudders again. “Because. They’re sappy and syrupy and fake. At least most of the time. Most men don’t really want to hug you or help you out. They’re just doing those things long enough to get in your pants.”

      I arch what I’m sure is a judgmental brow. “You’ve clearly been dating the wrong men.”

      “Have I?” she challenges. “You clearly were hot to get in my pants a few seconds ago. Until I made it clear I’m pretty sure I can’t have casual sex with you. Which is annoying for me, too, by the way. I love casual sex, and you seem like you’d be a lot of fun to fuck and farewell.” She pulls her hand away with a roll of her eyes. “But instead, I had to go ruin everything by getting all gooey inside when you hug me. Who does that? So gross. I’m repulsed by myself.”

      “You shouldn’t be repulsed by yourself. I’m certainly not.” I start to put an arm around her shoulders, but her narrowed-eyed glare stops me halfway. Instead, I lift my hands in surrender. “I feel a connection here, too. Obviously, I do. I’m just not up for anything serious at this point, and I don’t know that I ever will be.”

      I pull in a breath, deciding it’s time to show a bit of my own soft underbelly. “I was married before I was turned. It was a love match. Catherine and I had known each other since we were children and there was always something special between us.” I press my lips together, fighting for control as an unexpectedly strong wave of emotion swirls through my chest. “The day we were married was the best day of my life. At least until our children were born.” I swallow. “But after I was turned, I couldn’t trust myself around them. The hunger was too new. So…I left. Without even saying goodbye. By the time I learned to control my hunger and returned to our estate, they were dead of consumption. Catherine, June, Elizabeth…and the baby I didn’t know I’d left growing in her belly when I ran away.”

      Her expression softens. “I’m so sorry. That must have been devastating for you. But you didn’t really run away. Not in the cowardly sense. You put distance between you and the people you loved so you wouldn’t hurt them. That was a brave, self-sacrificing thing to do.”

      I clench my jaw. “Perhaps. But I still regret the way it ended with my wife every day, and I have no interest in causing anyone that kind of pain ever again. Not myself, or a woman I’m involved with.” I catch her gaze, holding it as I add, “And even if I was ready for that kind of commitment, I wouldn’t want it with a woman who isn’t a vampire or eager to become one. I can’t imagine watching my wife grow old and die while I stay as I am. I can’t and I won’t. It would be too much to bear.”

      She nods slowly. “That makes sense, and I can absolutely see where you’re coming from. I wish I could put aside whatever madness is going on with me and promise I’m good with keeping things casual, but…” Her shoulders inch closer to her ears as she crosses her arms tightly over her chest. “But I don’t think it’s something I can control. When you hold me, I just want to…melt into your chest and stay there forever. It’s crazy and, like I said, not normal for me. Especially considering I still find you super annoying sometimes.”

      I smile. “Same. So annoying. You’re basically the worst.”

      Her lips twitch. “You’re the worst, you mean. Look at you. You drag me up here to make-out while I’m practically dying of hypothermia.”

      “You’re nowhere close to death, but point taken,” I say, nodding toward my private bathroom. “You can dry off in there and I’ll fetch clothes and a hot toddy from downstairs for you, if you like.”

      She stands. “No, thanks. I’ll just run back to my room to change. I need to touch up my make-up anyway.”

      “You don’t. Your face is beautiful just as it is.”

      She rolls her eyes again. “Stop. The new rules of fake love club—we only say nice things to each other when we’re around other people. Same with kissing and hugging and all the other stuff. It’s for the benefit of others, that’s it. When we’re alone, we’re just friends.”

      “All right,” I say, a little surprised by the miserable sinking feeling in my stomach. But she’s right. This is for the best. Still, I can’t resist adding, “But if you change your mind about being able to keep things casual, please do let me know. I would love another chance to make you scream my name.”

      “Stop,” she says, the word emerging as a laugh as she backs toward the door. “Seriously. You can’t say things like that, either.”

      “But you’re so fetching when you come. Adorable really, the way your skin flushes bright pink and your—”

      “La la la, not listening,” she says, pressing her hands over her ears until she reaches the door. She drops one hand long enough to wrench it open, shoots me a glare paired with the ghost of a smile, and says, “See you downstairs. You’d better have that hot toddy waiting for me when I get back to the party. I’m going to need some whiskey if I have to put up with cold vampire hands on my butt all night.”

      “I’ll keep the groping to a minimum,” I promise, but I don’t vow to keep my hands off her backside completely. I know myself too well. I can behave in private with Blaire, but if we’re touching in public, eventually the temptation of her phenomenal backside will prove too much to resist.

      As she disappears through the door, I take another glance at said backside, wishing it were parked on my lap and the rest of her in my arms. But this is for the best. Like so many things that feel good, getting in any deeper with Blaire would be bad news. For both of us.

      It’s wise that we’ve drawn lines to separate fantasy from reality, especially now that she and Annie will be staying with us. As disappointed as I am that I’ll never have her thighs wrapped around my face again, eliminating the distraction of our mutual attraction will make it easier to concentrate on our marriage ending mission.

      This is going to be good.

      Better than good.

      So why do I want to throw my paperweight through the window?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      I’m fighting tears as I dry off and change into my only other clean pair of jeans and a much less sexy sweater, but by the time I’ve smoothed fresh curl cream through my hair and touched up my makeup, I’m back in control.

      I’m also making plans to seek out a therapist.

      There’s an office building in the old mill off Main Street and I’m pretty sure I’ve seen signs for a therapist mixed in with the dentist, pediatrician, and a medium named Madame Chunderworth whose name only stuck with me because I’m pretty sure “chunder” is British slang for barfing.

      I have no need for a medium. I didn’t think I needed a therapist, either, but that was before I started feeling so damned emotionally fragile.

      There’s something going on with me, something strange, and I intend to get to the bottom of it. I have to nip this shit in the bud before it gets any worse. I don’t have time to succumb to angsty teenage crush feelings. I’m a thirty-four-year-old woman, for fuck’s sake, and I didn’t succumb to that kind of shit back when I actually was a teen.

      Teen Blaire was focused on kicking ass and taking names in her apprenticeship program with the local woodworking guild and building her new handy-girl business. And yes, she liked boys, but she liked them in moderation and with an exit strategy. I never brought a boy home and if someone I hooked up with dumped me, half the time I didn’t even notice until weeks later when I had time to start thinking about kissing again.

      I had my priorities—and my head on—straight.

      Vowing to get back to that place of girl boss equilibrium as soon as possible, I take a bracing breath of cool night air and start across the lawn to join Annie and Colin at an extra-long picnic table where people have gathered to get their craft on. Some of the kids I pass are coloring cat or dog masks, a few of the older women are making dolls out of sticks and yarn, and Colin and Annie are shaping small lumps of clay into…

      “Pumpkins?” I ask as I slide onto the bench across from them.

      “Mine was supposed to be a ghost,” Annie says, frowning as she lifts it into the air and turns it my way, revealing two holes poked in the top and a crooked little mouth.

      “I was aiming for a bat,” Colin says, scowling at his clay. “But sadly, I lack any artistic talent. Perhaps we should try our hand at cornhole, instead?”

      “That’s an excellent idea,” Darcy’s silky voice rumbles from behind me, making the hairs on my neck stand on end. And then his hands settle on my shoulders, threatening to make me go full kitty cat and start purring all over again. “Blaire and I were hoping to find someone to play against as a team.”

      Forcing a smile, I rest one of my hands on his, giving it an affectionate squeeze. “We were,” I agree. “Otherwise, the night was going to end in tears when I beat Darcy, stripped him of his cornhole championship title, and left him a shattered shell of a man.”

      “You talk a big game for a little goblin.” He squeezes my shoulders, making me giggle and wince at the same time.

      “Ouch.” I swing my legs back over the bench with a laugh and squirm out from under his pinching fingers. “Relax, psycho, I’m on your team. You won’t have to lose tonight.” I wave a hand toward the others. “Come on, you two. Don’t worry, we’ll beat you gently and be excellent winners.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Darcy says, swatting my ass.

      I feign outrage as I slap his shoulder in return before I loop my arm through his. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Colin and Annie exchange a loaded glance as they stand. But once we reach our empty cornhole station and have divided the dusty sacks full of corn we’ll toss through the holes on the board, they don’t say anything about our newfound coziness or the kiss they witnessed earlier.

      But Colin is from another, more reserved time and Annie’s never been one to pry into personal stuff—at least not in front of other people.

      I’m sure I’ll get an earful from her later tonight, after we’ve returned to our rooms, but I already know how I’ll handle her curiosity. First, I’ll blow her off and minimize the importance of my getting friendly with Colin’s brother. I have to keep it chill for at least a day or two more. She won’t trust me if I act too smitten too quickly.

      She doesn’t know I’m mentally ill for Darcy.

      Or emotionally ill.

      Or whatever it is that makes me feel like I’m sparkling from the inside out as Darcy and I take turns trouncing Colin and Annie in three consecutive games before Annie and I easily win the three-legged race—displaying our incredible twin powers and winning cheers from the crowd.

      Afterwards, we all four join the couples swaying on the dance floor. The temporary wooden platform is set up at the far edge of the lawn with just a few softly glowing lights strung above it, making it easier to see the stars twinkling overhead.

      As Darcy draws me closer, settling his hand at the small of my back, in that place that has begun to crave his touch like an addict craves a fix, I tip my head back and send out a silent wish to any stars that might be willing to help a girl out.

      Please make this stop. I don’t want to fall in love right now, especially with a man who has no interest in loving me back.

      But the stars only wink and glitter in response, seeming to promise that everything will be all right.

      For once I almost wish I was a look on the bright side kind of girl. But then I catch a glimpse of Colin and Annie swaying on the other side of the dance floor, looking about as thrilled to be in each other’s arms as two siblings forced to hug it out after a fight, and my natural cynicism returns with a vengeance.

      “We have to break them up,” I whisper to Darcy. “They’ll be miserable if they end up together.”

      “Agreed,” he murmurs. “They didn’t smile a single time during cornhole. They suck all the joy from each other.”

      “And a room,” I agree. “Ugh. I wish we had more time to pull this off.”

      “Don’t worry. Colin’s dying to pump me for information. I can see it on his face. As soon as we’re alone, he’ll demand I reveal my intentions toward you. I’ll insist that it’s nothing but sex—incredible, mind-blowing sex, but that’s all, and that there’s no reason for him to worry about our affair affecting his relationship with Annie. Denying any feelings at first will be key to selling our alleged love down the line.”

      I laugh and shift my attention back to his annoyingly handsome face. If only he were uglier, maybe it would be easier to ignore how nice his touch makes me feel.

      “What?” He arches a brow. “He won’t believe me if I say the sex is mediocre. I don’t have mediocre sex.”

      I roll my eyes. “No, I just meant… I was thinking the same thing. That I’ll have to pretend it’s casual for at least a few days or Annie won’t believe me when I confess that I’m catching feels.”

      He grunts. “Catching feels? Makes love sound like a virus.”

      “Appropriate, right?”

      His lips twitch. “Indeed. I may have to add that to my lexicon. I lost patience with modern slang in the Jazz Age, with all the ‘bees knees’ and ‘cat’s pajamas’ nonsense, but that’s too spot on to dismiss outright.”

      “I always thought the nineteen twenties looked fun.” I turn my lips down, affecting an exaggerated frown. “But you were probably stuffy and allergic to fun back then, too? Weren’t you?”

      “I’ll show you who’s allergic to fun,” he says as he spins me into an elaborate turn, making me giggle and eventually beg for mercy for my two left feet. After ensuring I’m too dizzy to stand up straight, he lifts me into the air with one powerful arm around my waist, letting my feet dangle as he continues to guide us in intricate patterns around the floor.

      “Much better,” I say with a sigh, clinging to his shoulders as we spin. “This may be the first time I’ve ever enjoyed dancing.”

      “I believe this is called ‘being toted around the floor like a sack of potatoes,’ not dancing. But I can teach you how to dance, if you’d like. It’s a good skill to have in your back pocket, especially at weddings.”

      “But we won’t be attending a wedding,” I remind him. “Not anytime soon.”

      “No, we won’t,” he says, his face drifting closer to mine. “Because we’re going to fool everyone into thinking we’re madly in love and put an end to this misguided engagement before it’s too late.”

      “We are,” I whisper a beat before his lips press against mine.

      I twine my arms around his neck and abandon myself to the kiss, knowing better than to try to fight it. I’m helpless against this man’s lips, but that’s a good thing. Our obvious chemistry will help save my sister from a miserable marriage. And once Darcy and I are finished playing pretend for Colin and Annie, we can go back to keeping a respectable distance between us at all times.

      This is going to be fine.

      Torturous, but fine.

      I would walk through fire for my sister. I can make out with a man who turns my heart to mush and then walk away and forget his touch filled me with this strange joyful, hopeful feeling. Of course, I can.

      I’m tough. Strong.

      And if I have to handcuff myself to my bed to keep from slipping out my window and dashing across the lawn to Darcy’s cottage later tonight, then so be it. I will do what I have to do. It’s what I’ve always done, and I’m still the same woman I was before I came to Nightfall.

      Are you sure about that? My inner voice’s dreamy, kiss-addled voice sends foreboding shivering through my chest.

      It’s time to take a few precautionary measures to protect my own heart, as well as Annie’s, and I can get started first thing in the morning.

      But right now…

      I have no choice but to be swept away, seduced by this night that would be the most romantic of my life.

      If it were real.

      But it’s not, and I would be a fool to forget it.
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        Sunday, October 26th

      

      

      

      Sunday morning, Annie and I are both up and about by nine, despite hitting the sheets in the wee hours the night before. But Annie has her first quilting circle with Sophie, the librarian, and her friends today, and I intend to take advantage of that fact to sneak into the abandoned library and return the book I stole last week.

      And to do some more research while I’m at it…

      There are even more materials in the basement of the building, but only certain patrons are allowed to descend the staircase leading down to those stacks. Fern, the assistant librarian, who’s been helping me with my supernatural research thus far, warned that there are “dangerous texts” in the subterranean sections—materials that should only be handled by experienced hands.

      But how “dangerous” can a book really be? And there are also spells down there, or at least there were once upon a time.

      The old journals I found in the attic confirm that my grandmother often visited the basement in search of witchy wisdom. As far as I can tell, she never found the spell to renew the shield, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t there. The collection is allegedly extensive, and Wanda probably wasn’t worried about renewing the shield. Her older sister, Waverly, had already married an elder ten years before and the shield was secure for her lifetime.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come?” Annie asks as we board the tram down the mountain to Nightfall proper. We’re the only two passengers aboard this morning. The other guests went home late last night, and all the vampires are tucked inside for the day. “You don’t have to sew. You can just have donuts and coffee and chat with the girls. They’re all really nice.”

      “No, thanks,” I say, sipping my coffee as the chilly breeze nips at my cheeks, promising winter is right around the corner. “I want to take a long walk on the beach. Clear my head.”

      She frowns but doesn’t ask why I need to clear my head.

      She also hasn’t asked a single question about what’s up with Darcy and me, a fact that’s driving me a little crazy. But I know better than to bring it up myself. That wouldn’t be normal Blaire behavior. I don’t instigate boy talk, especially if I actually like the guy. The more I care, the more I clam up, and Annie knows it.

      So, I force myself to stick to chat about lunch plans and the chances of sneaking in a nap this afternoon before we get dressed for the boating trip tonight. I pretend to be excited about the moonlit sail up and down the coast—I’m not about to let Annie in on the fact that I’m dreading being trapped in such close quarters with stupidly sexy Darcy in my fragile emotional state—and wave goodbye as she starts up the steps to the community center.

      On the off chance anyone is watching me through the windows, I head toward the beach, only circling back toward Main Street when I’m out of sight.

      Sticking close to the tree line at the edge of the bluffs, I approach the library from behind, where I’m less likely to be observed. There aren’t many people out and about this morning—Sundays are notoriously chill around here, a true day of rest for most of the residents—but caution is always a good idea when breaking and entering.

      “Or just walking right in,” I murmur as I try the back door and it opens easily beneath my hand. With a quick glance over my shoulder, I step inside, tiptoeing through what looks like a coat room and a small storage area for the librarians’ personal things before peeking through the heavy blue velvet curtain shielding the area from the main room.

      I scan the stacks and the large circular reference desk in the center of the space, but there’s no sign of life aside from a single moth fluttering in frustrated circles by the window, clearly trying to find a way out.

      “Hello?” I call out softly, just in case. “It’s Blaire. Just stopping by to return something. Is anyone here?”

      I’m answered by nothing but silence and another desperate flap from the moth’s tattered wings. Shoulders relaxing, I step through the curtain and hurry toward the vampire lore section. I pass the moth on my way and stop to crack the window a smidge, letting the insect flutter to freedom before I close it again, ensuring I’m truly alone as I slide the book back onto its shelf.

      Rubbing my hands together against the chill creeping into my fingers, I hurry over to the stairwell. There’s a red velvet rope dangling between two golden pillars at the top of the stairs, marking the area as off-limits, but when I step over it and start down the circular staircase, no alarm sounds.

      The lack of any real obstacle to entering the forbidden area eases my anxiety as I hurry down, down, down the seemingly endless circular staircase. After all, if the items down in the bowels of the library were that dangerous, surely, they’d have tighter security measures in place. Just to keep kids from sneaking in and getting into trouble if nothing else.

      From what I’ve seen of the supernatural kids and teens around here so far, they seem very much like the small-town kids I grew up with in Maine, a mixture of wild and wonderfully behaved, with a penchant for finding ways to spice up their sleepy lives with mischief. Their pranks and adventures are mostly harmless, however, and the adults are always there in the background, ready to step in if things get out of hand.

      They wouldn’t leave the temptation of these forbidden texts so easily accessible if there were anything real to fear.

      Or so I tell myself as I arrive in the dimly lit catacombs. Even a quick glance down the main passages spiraling away from the stairs like spokes on a wheel is enough to assure me this area is much, much bigger than the historical building upstairs.

      Older, too, I’m guessing. The stone archways that form the tunnel supports and the rows of marble shelves look ancient, as if they’ve been here since the Middle Ages. I’m suddenly possessed by the feeling that I’m not in Nightfall, anymore; that I’ve been transported to some other realm, one that exists outside of space and time.

      One that it would be very unwise to get lost in…

      No one knows I’m here, after all. I could disappear into the stacks and die of dehydration before anyone thought to look for me in the catacombs.

      But luckily, I haven’t washed my overalls since the gig at Sally’s place. The chalk I used to mark my drill holes for the shelves is still in my pocket. If I scratch a tiny arrow on the floor every time I make a turn, I should be able to retrace my steps—and rub the floor clean without too much trouble.

      But where to begin?

      “Where would I be if I were an ancient spell book?” I mutter into the surprisingly dry, silent air. This deep underground and close to the ocean, I would expect the humidity to be higher, but it isn’t, a thing that adds to the disturbing feeling of inhabiting a space that isn’t quite of this world.

      No answer comes from the stacks, but my gut says to hang a right, so I do. When I reach the third opening in the shelves, I’m struck by another urge, this time to turn left, so I crouch down and make a pink chalk arrow on the floor.

      Crossing my arms against the chill, I wander past more rows of increasingly ancient books. But even as the spines transform from faded canvas to battered leather, there isn’t so much as a whiff of dust or neglect. These books are lovingly cared for and preserved. Which likely means that what I’m looking for isn’t anywhere nearby. Darcy said the Blackmores brought in several witch consultants to try to work on the shield. They wouldn’t have done that without thoroughly searching the catacombs for information first.

      But the maze is enormous. They could have missed a spell book if it were tucked away in a forgotten corner somewhere.

      I need to head toward the loneliest, dustiest recesses of the catacombs. And I need to do it fast if I’m going to get back upstairs to meet Annie by noon at the Pug and Crone for shepherd’s pie.

      Breaking into a jog, I hurry past more rows of neatly arranged volumes, putting what has to be half a mile or more between me and the stairs before I make another turn. This one I mark with a larger pink arrow since the light is dimmer in this section and I worry I might miss a small scratch on the dark gray stone.

      Still jogging, I trot past more titles than I would have guessed had been written since time began, until I reach a section with wooden boxes stacked on the shelves instead of books. I pause to open one and squint at the contents. I see dozens of heavy gold coins and am hit with a strong feeling that this treasure isn’t meant for me.

      That it may, in fact, be cursed.

      I shut it fast and back away, my pulse racing in my throat. But as soon as I’ve put a few feet between myself and the box, the “Do Not Touch” feeling fades away.

      Silently, I vow not to take anything with me when I leave. I’ll snap pictures of items of interest and return later with a professional if needed.

      Surely, if I tell Sophie or Fern that I think I’ve found a way to protect the town without a witch marriage, they’ll help me fetch what I need. My ancestor’s spell has worked well for hundreds of years, but a back-up plan is a good thing to have, and Sophie is becoming Annie’s friend. She wouldn’t want her friend to be forced into a loveless marriage if there’s another way for everyone to get what they need.

      Possessed by the certainty that what I’m looking for is tucked away in one of these boxes, I methodically work my way through nearly a hundred before I find something of witchy interest.

      It’s a collection of watercolor paintings of a building infested with house kraken. They’re so old, I’m careful to touch them at one corner with only the tips of my fingers, but I do take snapshots of each one.

      The descriptions scrawled in cramped cursive beneath the paintings are in French, so I can only make out a few words here and there, but they seem to be instructions for the care and feeding of the creatures. As well as a list of the benefits of keeping a kraken in your home, which, if the author is to be believed, include musical entertainment, protection against other supernatural pests, and…cake?

      I’m not sure what the image of a kitchen filled with tentacles and cakes of various shapes and sizes is meant to symbolize but I wouldn’t complain if my home was filled with cake when I woke up each morning. And if I can make friends with my kraken and avoid replacing the pipes, I won’t have to depend on Darcy’s charity.

      Spirits buoyed by the useful discovery, even if it wasn’t what I was looking for, I keep exploring. Just three boxes later, I crack open a container nearly as big as I am.

      It’s on the bottom shelf and covered in dust that slides from the grooves in the top as I lift the lid. Coughing into my elbow, I hold the container open with my other hand, my throat squeezing tight with a mixture of shock and terror as I see what’s inside.

      What the unholy fuck…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      At first, my brain refuses to believe my eyes.

      But the longer I stare, the more undeniable reality becomes.

      There really is a body tucked away down here. It’s a mummified body and looks positively ancient—the leathered skin on the face is barely clinging to the bones beneath—but it’s still a corpse, and I’ve never seen one of those this up-close-and-personal before.

      Gorge rises in my throat and my heart turns to jelly in my chest.

      Letting the lid slam shut, I scuttle backwards on my bottom until I smack up against the shelf on the other side, wincing as I hit my head on another box hard enough to send pain flashing behind my eyes. I curse, wincing and touching gentle, probing fingers to the spot as I will my heart to start beating again.

      Yes, a body is scary, but it’s a dead body. It isn’t going to hurt me. And I’m sure the librarians have a good reason for keeping a corpse in a box on a shelf and presumably available for check out.

      I can’t imagine what that might be at the moment, but…

      With a final shiver, I start to stand—it’s past time to jet or I’ll be late to meet Annie—only to hit my head on the box behind me again. It leaps off the shelf, one sharp corner clocking my knee before it tumbles to the floor and falls open, spilling papers across the stone.

      Grumbling and rubbing at my smarting kneecap, I reach down to gather the papers and tuck them back inside when I see something that stops me in my tracks.

      It’s a Wonderfully family tree, stretching all the way back to the 1600s, when my first ancestors immigrated here from Ireland. Seeing the list of names, paired with darling sketches of baby rattles and wedding bouquets and other decorative accents makes me feel connected to my legacy in a way I haven’t before.

      As strange as Nightfall still feels at times, I really am part of its history. I belong here, even if I haven’t quite found my place yet.

      The reminder helps banish a little of the corpse-discovering terror. I linger another beat, taking a closer look at the women who came before me. Most of the names are unfamiliar, but the last entry on the tree is my great-great-great grandmother.

      This box must have been tucked away for several hundred years.

      A quick skim through the rest of the papers reveals a list of familiars who faithfully served the Wonderfully witches, a set of architectural plans for an older version of the mansion—probably the one that stood there before it burned to the ground and was rebuilt in the Victorian era—and several marriage certificates.

      Huh.

      No, they’re not marriage certificates…

      They’re “mating” certificates, complete with the date, time, and duration of the…ehem…event. A couple of them even list how many times the witch reached her “pleasure crest” before the ritual was complete.

      “Ew,” I mutter, but for some reason I can’t stop reading through the various couplings, all of which began at midnight under a full moon.

      Reading in-depth accounts of the fornication of my ancestors is as weird and off-putting as one would expect, but it also makes me curious. There’s no mention of a marriage ceremony accompanying the mating ritual until the late 1800s. Before that, it looks like the eldest Wonderfully sister simply banged the elder of her choice under the full moon, said a few words while reaching her “pleasure crest,” and the shield renewal was a done deal, no “until death do you part,” required.

      A scuffing sound from even deeper in the stacks—the first sound aside from my own breath and footsteps that I’ve heard down here—makes me glance up from my find. The hairs lift on the back of my neck as I search the shadows, but I don’t see anything, and the sound doesn’t come again.

      Could be I knocked something loose on another shelf when I slammed my head into the box a second time.

      I turn back to the papers, whipping out my cell to document my find. I snapshot everything I’ve read so far, as well as what looks like the chant used in the ritual. It’s written in beautiful calligraphy on a card decorated with golden bats and apparently created to commemorate the union of Rebecca Wonderfully and her vampire lover, Hyrum Shadowbane of clan Shadowbane.

      I don’t remember meeting any Shadowbanes in town.

      Which is strange.

      Vampires live forever, after all, or close to it, assuming they don’t run into a vampire slayer or sink into a bloodsucker depression and walk out into the sun or something. But an entire clan wouldn’t up and off themselves all at once, and as far as I can recall, this is the first time I’ve come across any mention of the Shadowbanes.

      The Blackmores are the wealthiest and most powerful vampire clan in Nightfall, by far. The other clans—the Oleanders, the Viscounts, and the Persephones—keep a lower profile. I haven’t gotten to know any of them by name just yet. Only a few of their members have attended the engagement festivities and they kept to themselves on the fringes of the crowd.

      It could be the Shadowbanes combined with another clan or something, I guess, and then changed their name. I’ll ask Darcy about that tonight, maybe. It would be cool to track down Hyrum and have a chat about Rebecca.

      Where else but Nightfall can a girl hear stories about her ancestor who’s been dead for hundreds of years straight from her former bang buddy’s mouth?

      On impulse, I tuck the card with the chant on it in the front pocket of my overalls where it won’t get bent or damaged before returning the rest of the contents to the box. Set in a nice frame, it will be a beautiful decorative piece for the house. And it clearly belongs to my family.

      I’m not stealing it; I’m just reclaiming something that was lost to the Wonderfullys centuries ago. And it’s not like it’s doing anyone any good locked away down here in a dusty corner of this seemingly endless library.

      I replace the box on the shelf and glance back at the wooden coffin on the opposite side of the stacks. “Rest in peace,” I murmur to the mummy, “sorry to disturb you.”

      Slow clapping from behind me makes me jump. I let out a startled squawk as I spin toward the sound.

      The slim figure emerging from the shadows laughs, soft and silky. “Jumpy, aren’t you? Not surprising, really. You don’t seem like you have a lot of experience with breaking and entering. For all your bluster, you’re a good girl. Aren’t you, Blaire?”

      “What do you want, Janet?” I ask, recognizing her voice even before she emerges into the faint glow of the light atop a shelf a few yards ahead.

      She’s wearing the same black dress with the deep V in the front that she was wearing last night, but her hair is tangled and there’s a scratch on her cheek that looks like it only recently scabbed over.

      “I want your family to never have existed and Nightfall to be blessedly witch free,” she says with a dazzling smile that makes my stomach knot around my morning coffee. “But since that’s unlikely, I’ll settle for you getting your filthy paws off of Darcy. You will never make him happy, not long-term.”

      My lips part to assure her that Darcy has no interest in me and her jealousy is unfounded, but then I remember our plan and snap my mouth shut again. I can’t tell Janet what we’re really up to without risking word getting back to Colin and Annie.

      I settle for reminding her that, “Darcy is a grown man and one of the town elders. He can take care of himself.”

      “Darcy is like every other creature with a cock,” Janet says, sashaying another step forward.

      I take a matching step back, not interested in being any closer to her than I am already.

      “Except worse,” she continues, “because he’s arrogant enough to believe he’s above being led around by the dick. But make no mistake, if you trap him into marrying you, he will hate you for it. You aren’t good enough for him. Not even close.”

      I take another slow step away, torn between the urge to run and the certainty that fleeing is futile. If Janet wants to catch me, she will. I saw how fast she could move that morning in Darcy’s kitchen.

      My only hope is to find some way to throw her off the scent or to convince her that killing me is a bad idea.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, having learned the power of playing dumb from years of dodging trouble with my sisters. My mother wasn’t a stupid woman, but she was helpless against a united stonewalling from her offspring. “And Darcy knows I’m here,” I add with a shrug I hope looks casual. “He’s expecting me for lunch at his place and if I don’t show up…”

      She laughs again, showcasing her lengthening incisors and sending a shiver through my bones. “You’re nearly as bad a liar as your sister.”

      A scowl tightens my forehead as I warn, “Stay away from my sister.”

      Janet’s lips turn down in false sympathy. “Oh, baby girl. You really have no idea, do you?”

      “No idea about what? If you have something to say, say it, Janet. I really do have a lunch date and I’m already late.”

      “Your sister is playing you like a violin.” Janet becomes a blur and suddenly her face is inches away from mine as she whispers, “You and Darcy both, but I won’t let her win, and I won’t let you trap the man I love. Put that spell back where you found it, stay far away from Darcy until after Annie’s wedding, and promise you’ll never lay so much as one grubby little finger on him again, and I’ll let you live. How’s that for an offer you can’t refuse?”

      “My sister doesn’t have a duplicitous bone in her body,” I say, “And I’m taking this card to frame as an art piece for the house. That’s it. I didn’t even realize it was a spell,” I fib, “and I don’t know what to do with it now that I do. I have zero experience using my powers, you know that.”

      Her eyes glitter and I fight the urge to shrink away as she bends her head even closer to mine. “All right. If you insist on lying, we’ll do this a different way. Stay away from Darcy and do your best to convince him to stay away from you. Make him believe you couldn’t care less about him, or I’ll make sure neither of us ever touch him again.”

      I blink faster. “What? Are you—”

      “Threatening to stake him in his sleep? Yes, Blaire. I am. I love him too much to see him locked in a miserable relationship with a powerless witch. And if I can’t have him…”

      She trails off with a casual shrug of her own that chills my blood another degree.

      “He’ll kill you before you take two steps into his bedroom,” I say as I shift my weight into my heels, putting a few inches of distance between us as I prepare to run. “And even if you pull it off, you’ll be a dead woman. The Blackmores will know it’s you and destroy you for it.”

      She shrugs again. “Maybe. Maybe not. But if I can’t get away in time, I’ve had a good run. I’m a hundred and fifty years old, baby girl, and I’ve never felt the way I feel about Darcy. We belong together. He’s my reason for sticking around for another hundred and fifty years, and I won’t let you take that away from me.”

      I nod, thoughts racing as I try to think of a way to get her off my back long enough to zip over to the Blackmore estate and warn Darcy. Assuming I can get out of these catacombs and into the sun, it shouldn’t be that hard to manage. Janet won’t be able to leave the library until sundown. I’ll have plenty of time to reach Darcy and alert him to the danger from his ex.

      I’m about to promise Janet that I’ll keep my distance—and then do the exact opposite—when she points a finger at my face and chuckles. “Nope, don’t lie. I told you; you’re bad at it. I can smell it on you before you open your mouth.” She drags in a deep breath, her lashes fluttering as she exhales. “But you still smell fucking delicious. If you give me no other choice, it won’t be a hardship to drain you dry.”

      But she doesn’t lunge for my neck, and my gut insists she isn’t going to bite me.

      If she were going to kill me, she would have done it already instead of wasting time threatening Darcy.

      After all, we’re alone down here. People might suspect she’s the one who drained me, but there won’t be any witnesses or any way to prove she was the one who committed the murder. There are three other vampire clans in Nightfall, as well as clanless vamps living in the campground at the edge of town. Any one of them could have decided to come hang out in the library’s catacombs and feed on humans dumb enough to break and enter on a Sunday morning.

      No matter how scary her skin-melting glare, my gut insists there’s no reason to be afraid. At least not that she’s going to rip my throat out here in the stacks.

      Something Darcy said last night pops into my head, and I blurt out, “You’re forbidden from feeding on live donors. That’s not just an honor system thing, is it? Darcy did something to you, something to make sure you can’t bite me, even if you want to.”

      Her expression darkens and her thin veneer of humanity falls away. For the first time I get a glimpse at the core of her cold, empty heart. She’s not just a predator or a monster, she’s a sociopath, and I would be stupid to judge her by the standards of anything resembling human decency.

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t kill you if I want to,” she says, lifting her hands to reveal clawed fingers, topped by long, sharp nails. “I have other weapons at my disposal. Do what you’re told, little witch, or you and everyone you love will regret it. This is your last chance.”

      Again, my gut insists she’s lying, but antagonizing her further could be dangerous. And I really do need to get out of here before Annie starts to worry.

      I nod as I back away, lifting my hands in surrender. “Truce, okay?” I say, deciding a little dose of the truth can’t hurt. Janet is banned from Blackmore lands, so she won’t be carrying tales to Annie or Colin or any of the other clan members. And maybe hearing Darcy isn’t interested will be enough to convince her to leave the people I love alone. “You’re right, I do have a thing for Darcy. But he doesn’t have a thing for me. He told me last night. He isn’t in a place to have feelings for anyone and hooking up with a human isn’t on his radar. He said it would be too painful to watch someone he loved die again.”

      Janet’s already pale face drains of the last of its color, leaving her lips so blanched they’re nearly blue. “He said that to you? He… He talked about his feelings like that?”

      I nod and gradually speed my steps away from her, the hairs at the back of my neck once again standing at attention, warning that truth time with Janet wasn’t a good idea. “Yeah. He made it perfectly clear that he’s not into me.”

      Her eyes blaze. “Stupid. You’re really that stupid. You have no idea how men work, do you?” she asks, her volume rising as she adds with a hysterical laugh, “He basically confessed he’s falling in love with you, you idiot. With you, a classless, uncultured, filthy little—”

      “I shower daily, okay?” I cut in, hoping to distract her until I can spot the chalk mark that will tell me which way to run. “I might be classless and uncultured but lay off the grubby and dirty shit.”

      “He could have had me,” she screeches. “Me!”

      Her last shout is so piercing that I flinch, my eyes squeezing shut as my hands fly to cover my ears. When I open them again, Janet has poofed into her bat form and is flapping toward my face.

      Pulse leaping, I cut to the left, sprinting away from the sound of flapping wings and the menacing chitters and screeches emerging from Bat Janet. After a few seconds, I realize I’m running away from the stairs and need to turn around, but every aisle leading off this spoke of the wheel is pitch black and some primal part of me refuses to race into the darkness with a vampire hot on my heels.

      I’m about to grind to a stop, squat down, and hope Janet flies over my head, giving me time and opportunity to charge back the way I came, when I spot a soft red glow in the distance at the end of the aisle. A beat later, my eyes pull a very ordinary, modern “Exit” sign into focus.

      Heart racing with hope this time, I run faster, comforted by the sound of Janet’s screeches growing fainter behind me. I’m pretty sure a real bat could easily outpace a human, even one running as fast as she can, but Janet isn’t a real bat and she’s been through a lot in the past twelve hours. She also probably hasn’t fed recently, since she was kicked out of the party pretty early in the evening.

      Whatever the cause, she’s slower than I expected, giving me plenty of time to reach the Exit sign and smash my hands into the bar in the center. The heavy steel swings wide beneath the pressure, letting in a shaft of sunlight that makes me squint and shield my eyes with my hand as I race up the flight of old stone steps in front of me.

      They’re clearly ancient—cracked and sprouting grass and a few baby trees from their fault lines—but they’re solid beneath my feet. I reach the top in seconds and spin to search behind me, but the door has already swung shut.

      I stand with my hands on my hips, sucking wind, staring at the portal until I’m positive it’s going to stay closed. Finally, I feel safe listening to the voice in my head, the one assuring me that Janet can’t emerge into the light and that I’m safe.

      For now.

      But she’s dangerous and clearly has it out for me and Darcy, and maybe Annie and the rest of my family, too. Something is going to have to be done about that woman, something more than casting her out of her clan lands or forbidding her to feed on humans.

      Thankfully, my sister’s fiancé is the sheriff. Colin will know what next steps should be taken to ensure Janet doesn’t cause any more trouble for me or the Blackmores. I’ll have to come clean about breaking into the library to tell him what happened, but that’s all right. If he needs to fine me or throw me in a jail cell for a few days as punishment, I’ll gladly take my just desserts in the name of eliminating Janet as a threat.

      I’m wondering if they even have a jail around here—the police station is tiny and Colin seems to do most of his work from his office inside the Blackmore estate—when a soft growl cuts through the air behind me.

      Every hair on my body lifts and a shiver ripples across my skin as I turn to find a massive lion with a scraggly mane, its ribs showing through its dull coat, watching me with hungry eyes. Behind him, I see faded tents and shabby campers parked in a clearing at the center of a circle of elm trees and realize I must have emerged near the campground I was warned to stay the hell away from. The one that’s supposed to be dangerous for everyone, but especially women who smell like a plateful of bacon with a side of gourmet hot chocolate.

      As if confirming that I am indeed delicious, the lion’s jaw drops and a thick, viscous string of drool dribbles from its muzzle.

      This time I don’t stop to think or talk things through with my latest potential threat. I turn and sprint toward town as fast as I can, hoping that lion is as exhausted and out of shape as he looks.

      If not, there’s no chance I’ll be making it to lunch with Annie.

      I’ll be lunch instead.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Darcy

        

      

    

    
      I bolt upright in bed at ten minutes past noon, dread sucking at my stomach like I’ve swallowed a black hole. Instantly, I know something’s wrong.

      What’s more, I know something’s wrong with…her.

      Blaire. She’s in trouble.

      I try to tell myself the dread dumping into my blood as I toss off the heavy covers and swing my feet to the floor is ridiculous, that I’m only thinking of her because I was just dreaming about her—more cock-punishing dreams that have left me rock hard and fucking annoyed with myself for it—but the feeling lingers after the last of the dream cobwebs have faded away.

      Pacing the thick carpet beside my bed, I snatch my cell from the bedside table and shoot off a text to Blaire—Good morning. We should meet and talk strategy for tonight. What’s a good time for you?

      I continue to stalk the length of my darkened bedroom, gaining enough speed that I wake Punky, who’s napping at the foot of the bed. Her slitted eyes glitter ominously into mine, demanding to know what the hell I’m up to at such an ungodly hour.

      “It’s Blaire. I’m worried,” I murmur, pausing to scratch her between the ears, summoning a husky meow from the sleepy cat. “I wish I could understand you. I bet you’re telling me to relax. She’s under our protection, tucked away in the east wing. Nothing has happened. She probably has her text notifications turned off or is still asleep.”

      Punky cocks her head and lets out a more concerned-sounding cat noise that does nothing to ease my fears.

      “Right. We’ll try Annie,” I say, thumbs tapping urgently. Hello, Annie. I’m looking for Blaire. Is she with you?

      Instantly bubbles appear on the screen and then the last thing I wanted to read, No, she’s not with me. She’s twenty minutes late to meet for lunch and isn’t responding to my texts or calls. I know twenty minutes isn’t really that long, but I’m worried. I have this awful feeling that something bad has happened.

      Resuming my pacing, I reply, Same. Where are you? I’ll send a bodyguard team to help you look for her.

      Annie gives me the name of the local pub and then asks, Will you text Colin for me? Let him know what’s happening and that I’m going to call Lyle, the deputy on duty at the police station, as soon as we’re done texting?

      I promise I will and assure her that Colin and I will both be in touch and down the mountain to meet her as soon as the sun sets in five hours.

      Thank you, she replies, but hopefully Blaire and I will be home safe by then.

      Right, I agree, even as the star-devouring hole in my stomach assures me that Blaire is in serious trouble, the kind that isn’t wiggled out of in half a day.

      I text Colin, dress, and head upstairs, grabbing a bottle of cold blood from the fridge and popping it into the warmer beside the sink. I pace the kitchen, enraged by my inability to step into the daylight in a way I haven’t been in decades.

      I need to be down there with Annie, helping her look for her sister and finding Blaire before it’s too late.

      I down the lukewarm blood before it’s reached an ideal temperature, more for something to do than because of any driving hunger, and stare at my phone, wondering why Colin hasn’t replied. Seconds later, my question is answered by a knock on the door.

      I open it to reveal my brother, looking paler than usual under the wide umbrella Vivian holds over his head. “I’m going to meet Annie downtown,” he says by way of greeting, doing nothing to ease the foreboding wrapped around my shoulders like a cloak made of granite. “Bethshapet just made contact with Sophie from the catacombs.”

      I frown. “The mummy? But she hasn’t been out of her coffin in years.”

      “Yes, well, apparently, Blaire was in the catacombs this morning and woke her up,” he says, the skin around his eyes tight with worry. “And she wasn’t alone. Janet was there and threatened her.”

      I curse beneath my breath and drag a clawed hand through my hair.

      “Bethshapet didn’t hear exactly what they were saying,” Colin continues, “but Janet was clearly angry and then she chased Blaire away from the boxed storage area. It’s been so long since she’s fed that Bethshapet wasn’t strong enough to follow them or offer Blaire protection, but she was able to reach Sophie on one of the patron assistance phones near her coffin. Sophie sent her bookworms down to search, but they didn’t find any sign of Janet or Blaire except a few drops of human blood near Bethshapet’s coffin.”

      “Janet won’t be able to drain her,” I say, assuring myself as much as Colin, “I bound her fangs. She can only feed from bottled or canned blood, no live donors.”

      “Which is good,” Colin says, “but she’s still a hundred times stronger and faster than Blaire. And I don’t need to tell you that there are other ways to hurt a human aside from draining them.”

      Panic locking around my throat, I force out, “I’m coming with you. And if she’s hurt Blaire, I’m going to end her.”

      “You can’t kill another vampire without a trial,” Colin reminds me, before adding in a softer voice, “But if something happens in self-defense…you know I’ll back you up. Say you didn’t have a choice.”

      I nod. “Thank you. And thank you for not saying I told you so.”

      My brother warned me Janet was unstable several times before we started sleeping together, but I blew him off, insisting she understood how to have a casual relationship. Once I realized Colin was right, and Janet was fixated on me in a far more intense way than any fuck buddy should be, I ended it right away, but it was too late. I had already become the focus of her obsessive feelings and the Wonderfully sisters moving to town only made things worse.

      She was jealous of the sisters and all the attention they were getting even before Blaire and I formed a connection.

      Colin’s brows lift. “Yes, well…I assumed you were doing enough of that yourself. I’ll send Vivian back over with a sun suit for you in a bit. I’m coordinating with Lyle. He’ll give us each a segment of town to search. If we haven’t found Blaire within the fifty or sixty minutes of protection provided by the suit, we’ll meet up in the station basement to talk next steps.”

      I agree that the plan sounds solid, but as soon as Vivian delivers my solar armor—a suit made of inch thick black rubber that will keep me from burning in the daylight for a limited period of time—I dress and head down the hill without waiting for my assignment.

      I’m not sure Colin would believe me if I said that I have a connection to Blaire and am positive I’ll be more likely to find her following my gut than searching an assigned section of town. I almost don’t believe it myself. I know vampires who are so connected to their mates that they finish each other’s sentences and seem to sense when their partner is in distress, but Blaire isn’t my mate.

      She isn’t even my lover.

      We’re just friends.

      She really is my friend, I realize as I move swiftly through the woods behind Main Street, searching my surroundings as best I can through the narrow eye slit in the suit. I’m genuinely frightened for her…and for myself.

      I don’t want to live in a Nightfall without Blaire Wonderfully in it. In just a few short weeks, she’s become a fixture here. She belongs in this town and not simply because her ancestors helped secure our shield for centuries. She fits in well with our mix of freaks, monsters, and supernatural outcasts.

      Even when she hated me and I wasn’t too fond of her, deep down I knew her arrival was for the best. Something in my bones assured me that Blaire was going to be good for Nightfall, that she would make the home I cherish an even better place to be.

      But now…

      Now, I’m not even sure she’s alive. I can’t sense her at all. Not her usual vibrant, humming energy that draws me to her no matter how I fight it and not the desperate, sucking doom that woke me from a dead slumber an hour ago.

      An hour.

      It’s more than enough time to kill a fragile mortal woman. Janet could have torn her limb from limb and hidden the pieces so deep in the catacombs they won’t be found for years.

      She must still be down there, I realize suddenly. Despite what Sophie’s bookworms reported, Janet, at least, must still be in the catacombs. She doesn’t have a day-walker suit and she’s exceptionally sensitive to sunlight, even for a vampire. She went blind for days last year simply from gazing out my back window a little too long. She won’t be able to leave the tunnels beneath the library until nightfall.

      Cursing myself for not working through the logic sooner, I start for the library but just as quickly adjust course.

      Lyle and the other deputies will no doubt be searching the building and the main entrance to the catacombs for clues. But there are other entrances into the labyrinth. Not everyone knows about the back passages, but as a town elder, I was here when we were forced to take refuge in the catacombs for weeks during the battle between the Shadowbane and Blackmore clans.

      The head of the Shadowbane clan, a power-hungry narcissist named Olyphant, became convinced Nightfall should be for vampires only. He and the men and women loyal to him began slaughtering innocents in an attempt to “cleanse” the town of other supernatural blood. Nearly a hundred people were killed before the Blackmores established a refuge in the catacombs.

      We took turns guarding the helpless and sending strike forces out to fight the Shadowbanes, leaving through a different exit each time to make it harder for our dwindling number of enemies to anticipate where we would attack next.

      Most of the passages are locked from the outside—only someone in the stacks can open them—but I’ll find a way in. I’ll rip a door off its hinges if I have to. A door can be replaced; Blaire can’t.

      Her face rises in my mind, making my heart pump faster.

      Most of the time, vampires can choose when our hearts beat and when they don’t. Like choosing when to breathe, it’s a novelty we enjoy, a way to feel human when we’re in the mood to do so. But at times like these, moments of panic, fear, and helplessness, our hearts can take on a mind of their own, racing the way they did when we were mortal.

      I haven’t felt this mortal, this vulnerable, in years.

      Nightmarish visions of Blaire’s body—cold and lifeless, her bright eyes flat and empty—float through my mind like poisonous balloons I don’t dare touch for fear they’ll burst and make my worst fears a reality.

      She can’t be dead. I can’t lose another person I care for without even getting to say goodbye.

      Care for. Pull your head out of your ass, Blackmore. You more than care for her. She’s the one you’ve been waiting for, you bloody idiot. You should have been hanging on to her tight with both hands. Instead, you pushed her away, swore you didn’t return her feelings, and all but delivered her to Janet on a silver platter.

      Logically, I know I tried to protect Blaire. I not only invited her to come stay at our home, where she would be safe from the threats in her crumbling mansion, I also made sure Janet couldn’t feed on her.

      But I should have done more. I shouldn’t have let her out of my sight until I was certain she understood how to protect herself in a place like Nightfall. In many ways, our town is safer than a human village ever could be for those of supernatural descent, but there are dangers, too, especially when you don’t know the rules.

      A human street is perfectly safe for those who know to look both ways before crossing. But if you don’t…

      A new fear rises inside of me—what if Blaire escaped Janet, only to run into some other threat she was even less prepared for?

      The thought is barely through my head when the outcast campground comes into view through the trees.

      I hadn’t realized it was so close to one of the catacombs exits until now. I haven’t been out this way in years. Not all of the creatures who make their homes here are violent or dangerous, but there are enough mad harpies, blood-thirsty pixies, and degenerates of various pedigrees to make it a place best avoided, even for elder vampires.

      If Blaire emerged here, the chances that she could have found more trouble waiting for her on the other side of the door are significant.

      I search the campground but aside from a couple of harpy children squatting in the dust around what looks like a game of marbles, their thinly feathered wings twitching each time they score a hit, and a bent old woman stirring a pot of something foul-smelling above a campfire nearby, things are quiet.

      Too quiet.

      The clanless vamps who live here are obviously still locked inside their campers until nightfall, but most of the other occupants aren’t nocturnal. There should be more activity at the camp. Bare minimum, the pixies should be swarming above that pot. They prefer blood, but the pests will literally eat almost anything, and they’re always hungry.

      They’re like dogs, that way, with their eyes bigger than their stomachs and not much common sense when it comes to biting off more than they can chew.

      Chew…

      I tilt my head, wishing the fucking suit had holes for my ears, as well. My usually preternatural hearing has been reduced to a third of its usual keenness. But I would swear I can hear something chewing up there in the forest above the camp.

      I turn toward the sound only to come face-to-face with two rangy looking shifters in the midst of sneaking up behind me. They’re in human form, but I know these two. They’re panther shifters who showed up in Nightfall about six months ago. They claimed the right to sanctuary in accordance with the town charter but refused to reveal why they’d been cast out of their pride in New York.

      And until innocent, an outcast is assumed to be guilty of…something, though we may never know what. So, they ended up here at the campground, on the fringes of our tightknit society. Even this morning, I would have said this is where they belong and stood behind Nightfall’s long history of accepting any supernatural who needs refuge from the world, no matter how shady they might appear.

      But now…

      Now, as they advance toward me, their eyes shining with an unhealthy light and their hands clearly itching to inflict some sort of damage, I wish our town was a little less welcoming. I also wish that I had my hands and mouth free. Without this bulky suit and with my fangs out for show and tell, I could make quick work of these two. But as things stand, I’m largely defenseless.

      I should make a break for Main Street and call for help, get Lyle and the others to search the area near the camp for Blaire if they haven’t already. Typically, shifters are nearly as fast as vampires, but these two are painfully thin and clearly addicted to something. The needle marks scabbing and bruising their arms could be from a number of drugs, any one of which will make them weaker and slower than a healthy shifter.

      I decide I like my chances for outrunning them and getting help, but when I turn to sprint in the other direction, I discover two more skeletal men behind me, so close I nearly crash right into them.

      I barely have time to mentally curse this fucking suit before they’re on me, all four of them tackling me to the ground and jerking my arms behind my back.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      I drift in and out of consciousness, but only manage to stay awake long enough to panic about the that fact that I’m still being held prisoner, before the darkness claims me again.

      Whatever that old woman shot into my bloodstream while I was distracted by her drooling lion friend is strong and likely a hallucinogen.

      My dreams are insane, filled with blood and gore and psychotic clowns leaping out of holes in the ground like deranged, man-sized moles. I run from hordes of screaming barbarians with blue paint on their faces and huddle deep in an abandoned well, hiding from a serial killer I can hear crunching around in the leaves above me while bugs skitter across my face and into my hair, making it almost impossible not to scream. I fight an even bigger version of my house kraken and slide down slick rocks into an ocean of blood where a sea serpent keeps brushing past me beneath the waves, making me tremble with terror so intense I can barely keep my face above the water.

      I wake thrashing my arms and gasping for air, too disoriented to understand where the ocean has gone.

      But then the scent of mold and dust hits my nose and I remember—the needle in my veins, the hands pinching into my arms and legs as strangers carried me up the hill and tossed me onto an old mattress in a shed, promising to come fetch me after sunset.

      Sunset…

      It’s dark in here, but I can see a faint glow around the crooked door. It’s still daylight. I can still get out of here. I just have to stay awake.

      Digging my nails into my arm until pain flashes along my nerve endings, I force my eyes wider. I pull in deep breaths, willing my head to clear as I struggle to take stock of my prison.

      The good news is that I’m not bound—they must have counted on the drugs keeping me incapacitated until they were ready to deal with me at dusk. The bad news is that the door is locked from the outside. Upon dragging myself across the small shed, cursing my still numb and useless legs, I find the door handle shifts easily under my hand but the door itself won’t budge more than a few centimeters. There must be something barring or blocking it.

      Still, I give it one more try, pushing with all my strength but getting nowhere.

      I fall back onto the dirt floor with a sob, fighting the tears pressing at the backs of my eyes. I don’t have time for tears, and crying will only make me weaker than I am already.

      I have to stay focused and keep trying to escape. I’m a smart woman and I have skills that are useful in a situation like this. If I can just find the right tools, I can take the door off its hinges or dig a hole under a wall and slip out that way.

      Unfortunately, my slow, leg-dragging exploration of the shed reveals nothing useful aside from a small, rusted axe under a pile of old magazines in the corner. I don’t know what they use this shed for, but judging from the mattress, tin bucket, chicken bones scattered in another corner, and magazines, I’m guessing I’m not the first person to be held captive here.

      But why? And how?

      I get that the rest of Nightfall tends to steer clear of the campground but surely they’d know if the outcasts made a habit of kidnapping people and…

      And what?

      That’s the million-dollar question and one I really hope I don’t learn the answer to firsthand. Whatever they’re intending to do with me, I don’t need extensive knowledge of supernatural creatures to know it probably isn’t going to be good. Or fun. Or something I’m likely to live through.

      Honestly, I’m surprised I’m not dead already.

      What on earth could they want from me that requires I be alive?

      “Think, Blaire, think,” I mutter as I collapse back onto the mattress, gathering my strength for another escape attempt. I’ve read everything about vampires I could get my hands on, but I’ve been remiss in my reconnaissance on the other creatures in town. And I all-too-easily accepted warnings that I should avoid and ignore these marginalized people.

      Maybe if I’d had more empathy and interest in the people at the campground, I’d have some idea what they’re after right now.

      They just want to chomp on your delicious witch flesh. Every person you’ve met in this town has talked about how yummy you smell, idiot. Don’t make this more complicated than it is. And don’t make the mistake of thinking you can reason with bloodthirsty cannibals.

      Ignoring the inner voice of doom—panicking about being chopped up and tossed in a stew pot isn’t going to help anything right now—I pull the card from my front pocket, reading over the words again and again. What begins as a way to give my thoughts a break from freaking out about being locked in a shed quickly becomes something more.

      The bats are made of real gold chunks, I realize as I run my finger over the decorative accents, not gold leaf. The bats are like charms you could hang from a chain around your neck, thick and with sharp edges that make it relatively easy to pry one from where it’s embedded in the pulpy paper.

      A part of me feels terrible for damaging an antique and part of my family’s history, but if I get out of here alive, I can find someone to repair the damage.

      But first, to get out.

      One by one, I pry the gold bats loose until I have a small handful resting in my palm. I have no idea how much money this is worth, but it seems like a decent bribe. And I’ll tell whoever comes to fetch me that there’s more where this came from. All they have to do is let me go and I’ll return with a bucketful of gold.

      As far as plans go, it’s not amazing, but it’s something and I have to believe I’ll be a better liar under duress than I normally am.

      I’m mentally rehearsing my bribe offer when a soft groan drifts to my ears through the wall to my right. Scuttling across the mattress, thankful my legs finally seem to be regaining some of their strength, I press my ear against the wood, straining for another sign of life.

      It comes only a few seconds later, a deeper groan that’s clearly male and if I’m not mistaken…

      “Darcy?” I hiss, heart leaping as the groan comes again. “Darcy, is that you?”

      “Run, Blaire,” he replies, his words thick and groggy-sounding. “Run. You have to…get out of here.”

      “I can’t, I’m locked inside a shed,” I say, my brow furrowing. “Where are you? And how did you get here? It’s still daylight outside.”

      “Run, Blaire,” he murmurs again, making me suspect he’s not completely in his right mind. “The clowns…”

      Shit. The clowns.

      He must be drugged, too. I have no idea what sick sort of person would create a drug that makes you dream about killer clowns, but as far as I’m concerned, they deserve to be locked in a football stadium full of the same.

      “Don’t worry,” I assure him softly, “I’m going to get us both out of here.”

      “Need you,” he says in that same fever dream voice. “Need you to be okay. Leave me. Leave me and run.”

      My chest floods with warmth despite the terror making my hands shake as I tuck my gold bats into my left pocket and the card back into my front one. “I won’t leave you,” I promise. “I need you to be okay, too.”

      I do need that. I need him.

      Even if he never feels the romantic feelings that have ambushed me as assuredly as that woman with her needle, I need Darcy to be all right. I need to know that he’s well and happy, even if he prefers to be both of those things with someone else.

      “I’ll just have to bargain for both of our lives and hope I have enough gold in my pocket to get the job done,” I mutter, rubbing a trembling hand down my face.

      “Or you could ask for a little help from your friends,” comes a breathy voice from near the door.

      Heart racing, I whisper, “Who’s there?”

      “You call me Mama Spider,” the voice says. “My given name is Jolene. And I only need to feed on human bones once every ten years and long dead bones work just as well as fresh ones. Your vampire friend is an alarmist who doesn’t understand my kind nearly as well as he thinks.”

      “Oh, well…that’s good to know,” I mutter dumbly, too shocked to think of anything else to say.

      “It is,” she agrees. “May I come in, and help you out, dear?”

      “Um, yes. Yes, please,” I say, eyes locking on the door just as mama spider scuttles easily under the crack at the bottom. Once inside, she begins to glow, casting such a bright golden light that my eyes squint closed as I lift an arm to shield them from the worst of the glare.

      A few seconds later the light fades and I lower my hand to see a gorgeous older woman in a loose fitting, gray linen dress with shining silver hair and the kindest smile-wrinkled face I’ve ever seen beaming warmly down at me. She reaches a hand my way, “Come with me, sweetheart. I knew your grandmother and your mama, too. I’ll keep you safe. It’s what Wonderfullys and their guardians do for each other.”

      My hand floats toward hers of its own accord, some deep instinct insisting I can trust her. But just as my fingers are about to brush hers, I hesitate and pull back an inch. “I need to save Darcy, too. He’s being held somewhere close by.”

      Jolene nods. “Of course. Though just between us, you can save the man without claiming him as your own. There’s always a strong pull between the most powerful Wonderfully sister of any generation and her fated mate, but that doesn’t mean you have to settle, sweetheart. Fate is indeed a bitch…” She grins. “But I’ve seen enough people thwart her to know she doesn’t always win. If you decide this vampire isn’t to your liking, there are other fish in the sea. I’ve always thought Baron was rather lovely. Quiet and misunderstood, but there’s a tender heart in that man. Or you could remain a spinster and let the town fend for itself. The shield is nice, but we could survive without it. Perhaps even thrive. Take it from an old spider, change keeps you young and there are always options.”

      “I might have figured something out for the shield,” I say, “but we can talk about that later. After everyone’s home safe.” I take her hand, surprised by the strength in her seemingly fragile, elderly frame as she lifts me easily to my feet. “So, what’s the plan? You shrink back to spider size, crawl out, shift into your human form, and open the door? And then we grab Darcy and run like hell?”

      “I could,” she says, patting my back warmly with one hand as she lifts the other toward the locked door. “Or we could do it the easy way.” She shoves her arm forward, striking the wood with the heel of her palm like a karate master. The wood gives beneath the force like damp cardboard and Jolene reaches through the hole left behind to lift the bar braced in front of the door. “Shifting takes more energy,” she says with another sweet, grandmotherly smile.

      “Anyone ever told you you’re a bad ass, Jolene?” I ask as I follow out the now open door.

      Her smile widens. “Maybe once or twice.” She turns to the right, toward a shed even smaller and saggier than the one we just left. “Your mate’s in here.”

      “He’s not my mate,” I say, glancing over my shoulder to make sure no campground criminals are coming to investigate the smashing sound.

      But we’re still alone, and I can’t see the tents or campers from this far up the hill. Even better, the sun is setting behind a distant rise, meaning it will soon be safe for Darcy to walk around freely.

      I turn back to Jolene, adding, “He isn’t interested in being more than friends. Or friends with benefits, I guess, if I was up for that. But I’m not because of…feelings and shit.” I exhale. “I’m actually glad you told me about the fated mate thing. I thought I was going crazy, going soft for a guy I’ve only known a few weeks. But it’s just supernatural pheromones or whatever.”

      She huffs as she lays hands on the wooden plank blocking Darcy’s prison door. “It’s a bit more complicated than that. Fated mates are rare. Not everyone has one. Some say fated mates are made when two souls are separated too soon and vow to find each other in another life. It could be that you’ve loved this man before.” She glances toward the plank and then the pink sky behind me, visible through the dwindling fall leaves. “It’s safe for him to emerge. Take him up the hill and turn left at the large, mossy stone. There’s a secret path that leads back to the Blackmore compound. I’ll keep watch below, and make sure no one follows you.”

      “Thank you so much,” I say, my heart squeezing in my chest as she lifts the plank and opens the door, revealing a similar set up to my own prison. The floor is hard-packed dirt, there are old magazines and a few random, mis-matched shoes that are oddly disturbing, and Darcy lying in a heap on a filthy mattress.

      He’s wearing some kind of body armor that looks like a cross between a scuba diving suit and something from a 1950s space exploration movie. The helmet of the suit has been pulled off and lies not far from his limp hand, revealing his pale face. There’s sweat beading on his upper lip and temples and his skin has a faintly green undertone that makes his eyebrows look even bushier than usual. His dark hair is rumpled and standing on end and his sprawled position is by far the most undignified I’ve ever seen him.

      He looks messy, vulnerable, and…human.

      And I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen anything more beautiful than the moment his lashes flutter open and his blue eyes fill with joy and relief. “You’re all right,” he croaks, before his gaze clouds over again and his brows pinch together. “Or I’m dreaming again. Don’t turn into a clown. Please. I was kicked in the shins by a clown when I was small. He thought I was trying to steal one of his candy apples, but I was only pointing out the insects trapped in the candy to my nanny. One of the flies was still…struggling.” He shudders. “That was worse than the kick in the shins, knowing that man wanted to feed people pestilence along with their sweet treat.”

      “Sounds horrible.” Crossing to his side, I squat down and put a hand on his back. “But I’m not a dream or a clown. I’m really here and we really need to make tracks before the people who drugged us come back. So, up you go, Blackmore.” With a hand on his arm, I help him into a seated position, where he sits, swaying slightly, making me worry I might not be able to get him up the mountain and back to Blackmore manor alone.

      I turn back to ask Jolene if she might be willing to help, but the doorway is empty. “Just a second,” I tell Darcy, patting him between the shoulders. “Don’t lie down again. We need to get you on your feet.”

      I cross to the door and glance around, but there’s no sign of my spider mama. I head outside to peek around the corner of the shed, but there’s no sign of her walking down the hill, either. She must have gone eight-legged again.

      Or maybe she decided it was smart to get out of here before the man who recently expressed his intention to exterminate her was up and about again.

      “I’ll talk to him,” I murmur softly into the cool evening air. “I won’t let him hurt you. And thank you. For your help.”

      Hoping she heard me, I hurry back to the shed to find Darcy on his back on the mattress and halfway out of his suit. He glances up at me as he shoves it past his hips. “I can’t defend you in this thing. I can barely see, I can’t hear, and I can’t bite, and I’m really in the mood to bite right now, Blaire.”

      “Understandable,” I say, gripping the top of the thick rubbery fabric. I help him draw it down his legs and then tug hard to free his feet. When I glance back up, I realize he’s not wearing anything but a pair of black boxer briefs and a relieved smile.

      “So good,” he says with a sigh. “Damn, that feels good. Let’s go swimming. A dip in the ocean sounds brilliant right now.”

      “You’re clearly still high.” I do my best not to ogle the chiseled perfection of his body as I grip his arm and help him into a standing position. “The water is freezing this time of year.”

      “The dead don’t mind the cold,” he says, leaning into me as I guide his arm around my shoulder. His forehead rests on my temple as he whispers, “I’m dead, Blaire. I know I don’t seem it, but I am, and you deserve more, little goblin. You deserve a warm, wonderful man who only has a short time to love you and is determined to make the most of his one, precious life. A man who can take you on picnics in the sunshine and grow old with you. I was a man like that once, but I haven’t been for so long. I don’t know how to be what you need. It wouldn’t be fair to you. You can’t let me love you. Tell me to go straight to hell and rot there.”

      “I’ll get right on that,” I say, refusing to take anything he’s saying too seriously, no matter how much the newly soft part of my heart would like to. He’s high and there will be time for talk about feelings when he’s sobered up. “But first I want you to put one foot in front of the other and help me get you out of here.” I grunt as I start forward, and his weight bears down more heavily on my side. “Come on, Blackmore. You’ve got this. Left, right, left, just like in the army.”

      “Too bad he’s never served,” a silky voice sounds from in front of us. “He was turned before they could send him to fight Napoleon.”

      My stomach shrivels and my inner voice lets out a string of obscenities.

      It’s fucking Janet, blocking our way out with her arms braced on either side of the door frame and a wicked grin.

      “I’m sorry,” Darcy mutters.

      I barely have time to glance up at him before his fangs are at my throat, piercing the skin, sending a shockwave of terror and pain rocketing through my nerve endings.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Annie

        

      

    

    
      I’m in the middle of helping Sophie rearrange the children’s nook—anything to keep my mind off how terrified I am—when the vision hits.

      It’s the first one I’ve had since the evening we arrived in Nightfall.

      I’d gone out to buy bread and peanut butter at the village store for a quick dinner while Blaire sorted out how to turn on the lights and water in our new home. One second, I was standing in the perishable foods aisle, debating whether to buy the responsible, healthy peanut butter you have to stir up every time you use it or the kid stuff with all the sugar in it. The next, I was flat on my back on the tile floor, my eyes rolled back, while scenes from a movie played out in my head.

      Only it wasn’t a movie.

      It was the future, a future all but confirmed to play out the way I saw it in my mind as long as Colin Blackmore and I played our parts.

      I’d never met Colin before, but when I came out of my trance, trembling and tasting blood from where I’d chomped my tongue when I hit the floor, I wasn’t surprised to find him hovering over me with a worried expression. And when he helped me sit up and gently checked my head for bumps and bruises, it felt like I’d known him all my life.

      And cared for him nearly as long, though not in a romantic way.

      Colin and I were meant to be good friends—best friends, maybe—but nothing more. It’s Darcy and Blaire who are destined to have an epic love…assuming the people closest to them aren’t above manipulating them into it.

      My vision assured me that was the only way. They’re both too stubborn and guarded for their own good. Without help, they’d end up fighting their growing attraction for years, maybe even decades, and leaving Nightfall undefended while they were at it.

      But I saw how happy Blaire could be with Darcy, happier than she’s ever been. She would finally be able to relax her guard and let someone love her, help her, support her when she was feeling weak or scared, while she did the same for him. I saw Darcy’s happiness, too, saw him becoming a man filled with hope and joy again after centuries spent mourning the loss of his wife and children.

      I told Colin everything right there by the peanut butter, praying he would believe me. It took a little convincing, but by the time he escorted me out of the market with my small bag of groceries half an hour later, Colin was on board, and we’d formed a plan to trick our cranky siblings into lowering their guards and opening their hearts.

      We agreed to get engaged and pretend to be resigned to our fate for the good of the town, all while ensuring Darcy and Blaire saw how ill-suited and miserable we would be together long term. They, in turn, would try to trick us into calling off the engagement and in the end our comedy of errors would result in the person I love most living happily ever after with the man of her dreams.

      It was far from a foolproof plan, but I had the conviction of the vision behind me, this magic that had come surging to the surface as soon as I stepped into the land of my birth.

      But it’s not witch magic, I realize as I twitch and moan on the floor and Sophie watches me with wide, shocked eyes. I’m a witch, yes, but I’m not just a witch.

      And I’m not Blaire’s twin.

      I see it all playing out on the vaulted ceiling overhead. I watch my mother, already several months pregnant with Blaire, gently lift me from a crib in a darkened nursery, where I’m sleeping beside my actual twin. We aren’t identical, either, but we favor each other much more than Blaire and I ever have. The other baby shifts in her sleep, whimpering as I’m lifted away from her and carried out into the night.

      I suck in a breath, desperate to ask this younger, hallow-eyed version of my mother what the hell she’s doing, but the vision answers my question before I can will my lips to move.

      The images flash faster, like a movie playing at double speed. I see my mother kissing a man with a two-legged dragon tattoo on his bicep and his enraged wife watching from the shadows in the background. I see the man leaving town not long after that last kiss, and Mom hiding her pregnancy from everyone, ashamed that she’d been so easily deceived by a man who promised her happily ever after.

      Then I see the same woman, the scorned wife, at my mother’s bedside as she gives birth to twins, promising to kill us both if my mother doesn’t give us to her to raise. The woman desperately wants children but she’s barren, as many wyverns are once they leave their native forests.

      I see my mother weeping as she lets the woman carry us away in a small basket and how she tries to move on with her life, quickly getting pregnant again by a warlock she meets at a bar in Salem on a trip down to Massachusetts for spell supplies.

      But she’s haunted by the loss of her firstborn children, shattered by watching the woman who stole us away push our pram around town, pretending her babies were adopted from a cousin in the old country who’d died during childbirth.

      Not long after, Mom’s triplet sisters were swept out to sea and she was alone in the mansion, slowly going mad with loneliness and pain.

      Eventually, it became too much, and Mom packed her things to leave town.

      The last thing she collected on her way out was…me. I have no idea why she only took one of us, why she left Sophie behind, but I know that’s how it happened. And I know that Sophie is my sister, my twin, and the only one who can help me save Blaire before it’s too late.

      I come out of the vision gasping for breath and choke on the words trying to flood out of my mouth.

      But Sophie was raised a wyvern. She knows what a dragon vision looks like and is already halfway to sorting out the mystery on her own by the time I fill her in on what I’ve seen.

      “I knew it,” she says, tears filling her eyes. “Ever since we met, I’ve had this feeling that we were connected somehow. But I can’t believe my mom… I can’t believe she would do something like that, threaten to murder innocent children and then steal another woman’s babies. I wish she was still alive and could explain. Or at least try to.”

      “She was crazy with jealousy. I’m sure she wasn’t thinking straight,” I say, relieved to see Colin crossing the room. Colin is always good in a crisis, and I need his cool head more than ever. I lock eyes with my trusted friend. “Darcy and Blaire are alive but not for much longer if we don’t hurry. Janet’s planning to kill them, I saw it in my vision. But Sophie and I should be able to pinpoint their location if you bring me something of Blaire’s.” I glance back to Sophie as I add, “Wyverns are good at finding lost things.”

      “But only when they work in pairs,” she says, a faint smile twitching at her lips as she reaches out to take my hand in hers. “We can do this. We must do this. I’m not going to lose one of my sisters when I’ve just found out she’s mine.” She wrinkles her nose. “Even if she does have a habit of stealing books and breaking into my library after-hours.”

      “I’ll be to your house and back in five minutes,” Colin promises, taking all of this in stride in a way that makes me even more grateful to have him on my side. He squeezes my arm. “We’ll save them, Annie. I promise.”

      I nod and pull in a deeper breath, while Sophie says, “Just get us something good, a piece of dirty clothing or a hat she’s worn several times. I’ll set up a séance space in my office so we’re ready as soon as you get back.”

      “On it,” Colin says, sprinting for the front door with supernatural speed. He can’t shift into a bat or mist like Darcy can, but he moves so fast it’s hard to keep your gaze fixed on him when he runs like this. He’ll get to the mansion and back in time and Sophie and I will tell him where to look for Blaire and Darcy.

      We’re all going to get through this alive, and soon I’ll be hugging Blaire and telling her she’ll always be my number one, even if she is my little half-sister and not my twin.

      The thought sends fresh questions rushing to the surface of my mind…

      As I trail Sophie into her office to help set up candles to focus our powers, I can’t help but wonder aloud, “But if we’re the oldest Wonderfully sisters, how can Blaire be the one to renew the shield? I saw it in my first vision, right when I arrived in town. She and Darcy fall in love and renew the shield. But if she’s the second born child, or third if you count us separately…”

      Sophie shakes her head. “I don’t know. Maybe her dad was a warlock instead of a wyvern? That would make her more powerful than we are as far as spell-casting magic is concerned, no matter where she sits in the birth order.”

      I nod. “Yes, he was. I saw that in my vision. He was from Salem.” I roll my eyes as I add, “a one night stand my mom met at a bar who gave her a fake number so she couldn’t even tell him she was pregnant with Blaire. She really had great taste in men.”

      “Has,” Sophie says, a distant look in her eyes. “She’s still alive, but…confined somewhere. I’ve sensed that since you arrived, too, but I didn’t want to say anything. Just in case I was misreading things somehow.”

      Invisible fingers lock around my throat. “Really? You’re sure?”

      “The vignettes are still murky, hard to see clearly. But I think she’ll be back in Nightfall soon. By summer, maybe.” Her gaze clears as it returns to mine. “I can teach you how to control the visions, by the way, so they don’t take you down so hard. It takes practice, but most wyverns learn how to control the flow by the time they’re seven or eight. Since you’re an adult, I’m sure you’ll learn even faster.” She reaches out, squeezing my hand again across the desk. “We’re sisters, Annie. I have a sister!”

      “You have six,” I say, returning her smile, torn between being overjoyed that my mom is still with us and fear for Blaire, who is far from out of the woods yet. “And they’re all going to love you. You’ll be our lucky number seven.”

      She cocks her head again, blinking fast. “There may be more, actually. Maybe eight…or nine? That isn’t clear yet, either, but I’ll let you know as soon as I see something solid. In the meantime, you should talk to Baron.” She glances behind me. “He looks…unwell.”

      I glance over my shoulder to see the most solemn Blackmore brother standing on the other side of the office window, a haunted expression in his dark eyes and his wildly curly brown hair even more of a mess than usual.

      Moving to the door, I open it and stick my head out. “Hey, Baron. Can I help you?”

      He steps closer, his muscles vibrating with so much tension I swear I can feel it buzzing across my skin. “Give me something to do. The sun is down, so I can move. I need to move. I need to help find them before Janet does. She wants to kill Darcy. She told me as much the night of the three points ritual, but I thought she was just upset. Making idle threats.” He winces, cursing beneath his breath. “I should have known better. I should have remembered.”

      Frowning I ask, “Remembered what?”

      “How it feels to have your heart broken,” he says softly, his pained gaze locked on mine. “How it hurts so bad it makes you feel like you’re losing your mind, how you’ll do anything to make the pain stop. I’ve been where Janet is. I’ve done things. Unforgivable things…” His throat works as he fights for control. “Please. Tell me where to go, where to look. I have to stop her. I can’t bear another death on my hands.”

      Stepping closer, I assure him, “It wouldn’t be on your hands. You aren’t responsible for Janet. You’re only responsible for yourself.” I fight the urge to cup his face in my hands and promise him everything is going to be okay.

      His words should scare me, I suppose, but they only make me ache for this tortured man more than I did already. He’s so lonely, so lost, the only vampire who lives in isolation, away from the rest of the Blackmore clan and the only one who seems locked in perpetual darkness.

      The others still have joy and levity in their lives, despite the fact that they can only walk freely at night and so many human pleasures have been lost to them.

      But Baron…

      He reminds me of the beast from the old fairy tale, massive, intimidating, and strong on the outside, but shattered on the inside. He needs love and kindness. He needs someone to gather him up in their arms and promise him that he can be a better man, a man he’s proud of, that it’s not too late. He needs to know that he’s still so worthy of love. Because he is. I feel it every time our eyes meet across a crowded room, the certainty that he’s a good man, even though this is the longest conversation we’ve ever had.

      I reach for his arm, my lips parting on a promise to let him know where to find Darcy as soon as Sophie and I know more, but he flinches away with a shake of his head.

      “Don’t,” he says in a low rumble. “Don’t touch me. Ever.”

      “I’m s-sorry,” I stammer, heat flushing my cheeks. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “I’m not what you think,” he says, his eyes burning into mine. “I’m not a puppy you can save. I’m a monster, Annie, and if you try to pull me out of this pit, I’ll only drag you down with me.” He steps closer, whispering inches from my face, “And a part of me will enjoy it. Breaking you. Owning you. I still crave that, angel. Every day. And you’re just the kind of perfect people like me love to spoil.”

      Before I can so much as pull in another breath, he’s gone.

      He simply…vanishes. I search the air around me, but there’s no sign of a bat or mist or any of the other things I know certain vampires can change into. And he didn’t run away, or I would have seen a streak in my peripheral vision the way I do when Colin zips off at top speed.

      I have absolutely no idea where he went.

      It’s disturbing, but not nearly as disturbing as the electricity tickling along my nerve endings. His words were clearly intended to frighten me.

      And they did, but they also made me feel fizzy, aching feelings I’ve never felt before. They made me strangely…hungry.

      “That looked awkward,” Sophie mutters as I wander numbly back to the other side of the desk. “What did he say?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing.”

      “It didn’t look like nothing.” She glances up at me as she lights white candles that sit at three points of the pentagram drawn in chalk on the desk. “Your face is bright red.”

      “Is it?” I press my cool hands to my cheeks to find them burning, but thankfully Colin arrives before Sophie can press me for more details.

      We sit, clasping hands across the table, eyes locked over the flickering candles and a pair of Blaire’s work gloves at the center of the chalk symbol. Less than a few minutes later, we emerge from a trance I hadn’t even realized we’d fallen into with twin gasps.

      “Follow the yellow brick road,” I say, wrenching my gaze from Sophie’s face to Colin’s. “There’s a trail. Blaire’s leaving a trail.”

      “A trail of coins or gold or something,” Sophie adds, excitement in her voice. “Some sort of metal. You should be able to smell it. Start behind the campground and head up toward the cliffs. You should catch the scent there. But hurry, Darcy’s injured. He won’t be able to fight Janet off for long.”

      “Thank you,” Colin says, sparing a second to promise me, “I’ll find them Annie,” before he dashes away.

      Just a minute or two later, the Blackmore vampires and the shifters who’ve joined the search are streaming out the back door to the library, heading for the bad side of town.

      Sophie and I sit on the steps after they’re gone, watching the dusk light fade from the air and night gather beneath the trees, our fingers double-crossed as we wait to find out if we’re still going to be seven sisters by the end of the night.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Darcy

        

      

    

    
      The blood kiss only lasts a few seconds, but it’s long enough for me to sense the terror and agony ricocheting through Blaire as I force my fangs deep into her neck and her honied blood flows down my throat.

      There isn’t time for foreplay or to talk her through the ways to make a blood donation almost painless. I have to feed—now—or Janet will kill us both. I don’t stand a chance of fighting her off in my current, weakened state.

      Still, in just those few seconds, Blaire’s body softens against mine and I feel pleasure rising beneath her pain like a balloon trapped underwater. Bliss surges through her suffering as she moans and presses closer, her fingers tangling in my hair just seconds before I pull away and order her to, “Run. Now. Go!”

      “What? I—” Her words end in a cry of surprise as I push her back onto the mattress on the floor just seconds before Janet lands on my back, her own fangs bared. They dig into the place where my shoulder meets my neck so deeply that when she pulls back, she takes a chunk of my flesh with her.

      A roar of pain rips from my throat and my vision blurs as I stumble out the door, batting at Janet with my hands as she clings to my back like a bloodthirsty spider monkey. Outside, I charge away from the shed, needing to give Blaire room to get out and run, before I spin in a tight circle, hoping the centrifugal force will rid me of my murderous passenger.

      But Janet holds on tight, howling, “You could have had me. You could have had me, and you chose her instead! A chubby little human with bad hair and no fashion sense! A wrap dress after 1978 is derivative and uninspired!”

      “Get off of me,” I bark, my head still cloudy despite the restorative effects of Blaire’s blood rushing through my veins.

      “Not until I separate your stupid head from your stupid body, you stupid asshole,” she shouts as she tears hair from my scalp, making my eyes wince shut. “I hate you!”

      I want to tell her that the feeling’s mutual, but her arm is now locked around my neck, squeezing so tight I couldn’t pull in a breath if I tried. And while I don’t require breath for survival or even to speak, I do need my head to remain attached to the rest of me.

      Decapitation is one of the few ways a vampire can be killed, and Janet is stronger than she looks.

      Digging my hands into her forearm and pulling it away from my throat, I continue staggering up the hill away from Blaire, my protective instincts demanding I get Janet as far away from her as possible. Hopefully, she won’t succeed in killing me, but if she does, I don’t want it to be easy for her to leap straight from my dead body to Blaire’s alive one.

      Hopefully my little goblin is halfway back to town by now, headed into the arms of people who will love and protect her.

      I was too short-sighted to realize I wanted to be that person for her—that I want it more than I’ve wanted anything in centuries—but as long as she’s safe, I can move forward to whatever comes next without regret.

      “Just lay down and die,” Janet shouts as I emerge into a clearing at the top of the rise, close enough to the cliffs that the smell of salty sea air spins through my head. “Save us both the production, Darcy, you fucking drama queen.”

      “I’m not a drama queen,” I seethe as I drag her forearm a few more inches from my neck and quickly hook my arm through hers. The result is an insanely uncomfortable tangle of limbs that has my shoulder shoved into my ear, but at least I’ve made it harder for Janet to snap me in two.

      “Ha!” she shouts as she wraps her legs tighter around my waist. “This from the man who’s been boo-hooing over his dead wife and kids for two hundred years. You’re pathetic, Darcy. You aren’t fit to call yourself a creature of the night. You’re a whiney emo loser who’s wasted two hundred years brooding in his blood wine when you could have been fucking and sucking and having a goddamned good time like the rest of us.”

      I want to tell her that I’ve done plenty of fucking and sucking, while also continuing to mourn the people I loved and lost too soon—something that proves I still have a soul, something she might want to cultivate—but it would be a waste of time and energy. Janet has no moral or emotional compass. Whether she was like this in her former life or if she simply lost touch with her humanity like some vampires do after the change doesn’t really matter.

      What matters is that she doesn’t hurt the people I love. One way or another, I have to make sure this is her last battle, even if it’s the end of us both.

      “No! Don’t, Darcy!”

      I hear Blaire’s shout and turn to see her staggering up the steep rise at the edge of the clearing.

      Somehow, Janet and I are already at the cliff’s edge. A glance back over my shoulder grants a glimpse of the jagged rocks far below and the icy sea crashing into the cliffside, sending mist swirling into the air.

      Two steps. That’s all it would take. One, two, and a jump into the ether. All I’d have to do is hold onto Janet on the way down, ensuring that she keeps falling until we both hit bottom. We’d be too damaged to run before the ocean swept us out with the tide for the sea monsters to feed on.

      And then…

      And then I’d never see Blaire again.

      I spin back to the woman who’s turned my world upside down in the course of just a few short days and shout, “Run, woman! Run!”

      “No, I won’t leave you,” she says, tears streaming down her face as she dashes across the dry brown grass, stopping when she’s just a few feet away from myself and the still seething and spitting Janet. “We’re leaving together, Darcy Blackmore. And I’m going to bang you in a forest, and we’ll renew the shield, and everyone in Nightfall will be safe for another hundred years without anyone having to marry someone they don’t want to marry.” She pulls a tattered piece of paper from her overall pocket and thrusts it into the air between us. “See? I found a spell in the catacombs. It’ll work. I’m sure of it and then we can…go back to being friends or whatever.”

      “Shut up, you stupid slut,” Janet hisses at Blaire over my shoulder. “The only reason he’d even think about fucking you is because you smell like all the foods we can’t eat anymore topped with a fat drizzle of honey. He doesn’t actually like you or think you’re attractive, you pathetic, big-titted slob.”

      Blaire’s eyes narrow on Janet’s face, but flick quickly back to mine. “Let me help you tie her up, and we’ll go tell everyone in town that we’re okay. Together.” She glances back to Janet. “And last time I checked, telling someone they have big tits wasn’t an insult, genius. But I get it. Jealousy is ugly, and it makes us say stupid things.”

      Janet laughs hysterically directly into my ear before shouting, “Jealous? Of you? That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Well Darcy did say you had a strange sense of humor,” Blaire says. “That was right after he told me my pussy was the best thing he’d ever tasted. I guess that means yours is second best?” Her brow furrows in faux sympathy. “Or maybe he didn’t kiss you there? If so, you missed out, pumpkin. The man really knows what to do with his tongue.”

      I realize what Blaire’s up to, but before I can warn her to stop antagonizing Janet and fucking run like I’ve told her to several times already, Janet leaps from my back with a howl so raw and high-pitched Blaire and I both flinch and our hands fly to cover our ears.

      By the time I force my hands to my sides and sprint after Janet, she’s wrapped around Blaire like a demented vampire scarf. Except unlike myself, Blaire is too small to stand tall under the weight of someone several inches taller than she is and filled with an unholy thirst for vengeance.

      She stumbles forward, batting at Janet’s face as she careens swiftly toward the edge of the cliff.

      I reach them just as Blaire steps out into thin air and lunge forward, grabbing a handful of hair and pulling hard. I fall back on my ass with a grunt to find only Janet sprawled across my lap.

      My heart surges into my throat.

      Tossing Janet off of me I shift into bat form and dive over the edge, praying I’ll reach Blaire before it’s too late.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      Turns out people aren’t kidding about that whole “life flashing before your eyes” thing.

      As soon as I tumble over the edge and gravity snatches hard at my body, turning me into a boulder hurtling toward the ocean at what feels like the speed of light, images flash through my head.

      I see Annie in our childhood treehouse, grinning the day she found a litter of kittens in the bed she’d made for the wild cat who roamed our property. I see Casey and Delilah and all the little ones giggling like crazy over my annual Samhain play, in which I did such a bang-on impression of our flighty mom that even she couldn’t help dissolving into helpless laughter by the end of the performance.

      I see Mom, vibrant and beautiful, on her way to dinner with the ladies I now suspect were her coven mates and smell the orange rind loveliness of her perfume as she bends to kiss each of us goodnight before she steps out the door. I feel the drugging warmth of winter fires in our cabin and the sun on my face in the summer and moments of bliss and hope and a thousand nature smells that have always brought me joy.

      No matter where I live, the forest will always be my home.

      I’m a part of it as much as I’m a part of Annie and all the other women in my family. I can’t help wishing I was dying there, instead, so I could become one with the trees and the earth and the sweet rot of fall leaves on the forest floor.

      The ocean feels so much scarier than the woods.

      The ocean is cold and dark and deep and keeps its secrets.

      Annie might never recover my body or get the closure only a funeral can provide.

      I’m sorry, Annie, I send out with every piece of my heart, I love you so much. And then because I have nothing left to lose, I reach for Darcy with my last few seconds of life. I love you, D. Take care of yourself and my sister and the next time you meet a goblin you like, hold on tight to her and enjoy every minute of it. You deserve it.

      A split second later, just as the sea is rushing up beneath me so fast that I can feel the temperature plummeting nearly as fast as I am, a deep voice rumbles through my head, I’d rather hold onto you, thank you very much.

      I catch a glimpse of bat wings and then tiny claws are digging into my wrist and—poof, I’m weightless, as Darcy turns us both to mist just seconds before we crash into the rocks jutting up from this section of the beach.

      My heart is pounding so hard I can feel it reverberating through the vapor that is Darcy and me, making me aware of how connected I feel to him since he drank from me in the shed. This poof is different than any time he’s poofed me before, so intimate and lovely and right that when he shifts us back into our bodies on the cold, wet sand just inches from the waves, the first thing out of my mouth is, “It’s like baking a cake.”

      “What?” he pants, hugging me higher on his lap as a wave gets perilously close to his outstretched feet.

      “Drinking my blood.” I cling to his shoulders, so grateful that we’re both in one piece I can’t see myself letting go of him anytime soon. “It’s like baking a cake. All the ingredients get mixed together, joined in a way they weren’t before.”

      Understanding lights his eyes, followed quickly by a flash of pain. “Not always, no, but for us…I think so. There’s something special about our connection, something I didn’t fully understand before. I’m still not sure I fully grasp what’s happened, but I have my suspicions.”

      I cup his cool cheek in my palm. “The spider shifter who let me out of my cage told me we were fated mates. Is that what you’re talking about?”

      The pain remains in his eyes as he nods, sending a whisper of unease through the joy pumping through my veins. “Yes. I’m sorry, Blaire.”

      I shake my head. “Why? I’m not. You just saved my life and I saved yours and…” I trail off with a shy shrug but force myself to finish what I’ve started. I’ve already said it once, I might as well say it again. “And I love you. I meant that. I know it’s fast and maybe a little crazy, but this feels right. You know it does.”

      “Of course, it does,” he says, easing my anxiety for a beat before he brings it flooding back again. “But how much of that is real and how much is because I’ve tasted you…we might never know. That’s how it is with a vampire and a fated mate. The more I feed on you, the more addicted I’ll become to your blood above all others and the deeper you’ll fall under my control.”

      I snort, but then realize he’s not joking and assure him, “I’m not under your control, Darcy. I think I proved that by coming to save you after you’d told me several times to run the other way.”

      His sad-clown face remains firmly fixed as he says, “Perhaps,” making it clear he still thinks Darcy knows best.

      It’s infuriating. After the nightmare of the past day, all I want is to burrow deeper into his arms and stay there until morning. But darkness is falling even more quickly now. Soon the last of the faint glow of dusk will be gone and Darcy and I will be alone in the dark on the beach—easy pickings for Janet or one of the campground people who drugged us.

      Right. We still need to get to the bottom of that.

      Janet’s jealous meltdown is refreshingly predictable compared to the bonkers-ness of whatever those people are up to.

      I’m about to suggest we get our asses back to town to sort shit out—and fight about how stubborn and annoying he is later—when a voice calls out from high above us.

      We tip our heads back at the same time to see Colin waving a hand and shouting, “Are you both all right? Are you hurt?”

      We’re fine, Darcy says in a telepathic voice I can hear echoing through my head. But Janet is up there and she’s off her fucking rocker. She tried to kill us both.

      Colin doesn’t say anything else, not aloud anyway, but he must have sent a private message to his brother because a beat later Darcy’s shoulders sag with relief.

      “They have her,” he says, dropping his face into his hands, muffling his next words. “At least one thing has gone right on this goddess forsaken day.”

      “More than one,” I tell him with forced cheer as I clap him on the back. “I’m also immune to your magical, fated mate vampire charm or whatever. And to prove it, I’m going to fuck right off back to town and my sister and see you later.”

      I stand, ignoring the wobbly feeling in my knees and the pain the thought of leaving him here sends bleeding through my chest.

      But I can’t stand to look at that doomed expression on his face a second longer. I’m the one who’s been anti marriage my whole life. I’m the one who had to watch my mother burn through potential partners like matches trying to light wet kindling. If anyone should feel trapped by the way the stars have aligned for the two of us, it should be me.

      But I don’t feel that way. I would say I feel…lucky, blessed even, if it weren’t for the fact that the man I’ve fallen in love with looks like he considers being bound to me a fate nearly as upsetting as getting thrown off a cliff.

      “Wait, Blaire.” He reaches for my hand, but he must still be shaken from our near-death experience because he’s not nearly as speedy as usual.

      I easily dodge his fingers and back farther down the beach, calling to be heard over the sound of the crashing waves, “You can come visit me in seven days. Or however long it takes for you to get it through that thick head of yours that I’m choosing you, Darcy. Not the stars, not your fangs—me. And I have my shit a hell of a lot more together than you’re giving me credit for.”

      “Blaire, please,” he says, still with those damned puppy dog eyes. “This isn’t a personal attack. I didn’t say those things to hurt you. I said them because they’re true.”

      “My mother always said truth has two sides,” I say, aching for Mom in a way I haven’t since the early days after she disappeared, when I still had hope that she’d pop up alive and well and continue to turn my world upside down with her chaos on a regular basis.

      I don’t miss the chaos, but I miss her pearls of wisdom, the honey cake I was too lazy to learn how to make while I still had time, and the way she held me every time some stupid boy broke my heart.

      She’d snatch me up tight and pet my hair while I cried, assuring me that there was a match out there waiting for me who would make all the pain worth it. I’d meet this incredible guy, the jagged shards of my heart would be pieced back together, and I’d end up thanking the goddess for every day I spent waiting and wondering if I would ever find the person who knew how to love me just right.

      “So maybe you should try to look at the other side before you throw this away,” I say, fighting to keep the tears pressing at the backs of my eyes under control. “I might not be perfect, Darcy, but I’m pretty great. And I love you. And that makes you one damned lucky man. When you get that, come see me. Maybe I’ll still be single.”

      I turn and walk away, resisting the urge to run as tears begin streaming quietly down my cold cheeks.

      I won’t run from him. I won’t let him see how much he’s hurt me, more than Janet and those people who drugged me and every man that’s come before him combined.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two months later…

      

      

      

      Annie and Sophie cock their heads from the door to the kitchen, the dubious expressions on their faces so similar I can’t believe I didn’t realize they were twins the first time I saw them sitting side-by-side on our front porch.

      “Trust me,” I say. “Kitty and I are besties now. It’s totally safe.”

      “I can’t believe you named the house kraken Kitty,” Annie says.

      “I can’t believe we’re standing in the doorway, about to watch Blaire get eaten by a house kraken named Kitty,” Sophie says.

      “I’m not going to get eaten.” I roll my eyes. “And I didn’t name her Kitty, her name is Kitty. As in, that’s the name her kraken mommy and daddy gave her when she was born. Or hatched. Or…however baby krakens are made.”

      “Definitely hatched,” Sophie says. “The strongest ones hatch first and hurry to eat as many of their brothers and sisters as possible so they’re strong enough to fight off other predators.”

      Annie turns as green as her holiday sweater with the holly leaves and berries embroidered on the arms. “Can we hit pause and talk about this a little more, please? I understand that you feel you’ve established a bond with Kitty, but could it be possible she’s just um…”

      “Winning your trust so you’ll set her free to devour everyone on the ground floor of the home,” Sophie supplies, doing that “finishing Annie’s sentences” thing that was once my exclusive purview. She arches a brow. “I mean, that’s not an unrealistic fear. House krakens have been known to devour their hosts.”

      “Like pigs,” Annie says, her eyes going wide. “Pigs eat farmers that fall into pens all the time. Even if the farmers have been super nice to them.”

      “And krakens have also been known to be incredible cooks,” I say, determined to get our evening back on course. “Kitty has a surprise for you guys, okay? She’s been working on her recipes all week and she just wants to treat us to a lovely dinner to celebrate the longest night of the year and to thank us for welcoming her into our lives and not installing plastic pipes. Try to be a little open-minded, all right? You’re standing in the doorway. You can be out of the house getting help in five minutes if needed.”

      “Five minutes is plenty of time for Kitty to pop your arms off,” Sophie says with a little shrug. “But I’m game if Annie is.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” Annie says, looking like she might actually vomit.

      She’s been off the past month and a half, ever since she went to see Baron the Grouch in his swamp, got snowed in overnight, and came home with roly-poly bugs in her hair. She refused to share anything about the visit aside from the fact that she did end up getting the vampire blood we needed for a spell to heal the rash between my breasts—turns out getting rejected by your fated mate isn’t all that bad aside from the heartbreak, crying, and rashes in weird places. I have an outbreak between my toes now, too.

      I hope Darcy’s rash is on his big ugly balls and that he can’t find a single witch willing to give him the blood to ease his suffering.

      As soon as the thought is through my head, I counteract it with a wish for Darcy to be healthy, happy, and whole. My ego is hurt by the way things ended with us, but my higher self wants the best for all the people I love, even if they don’t love me back.

      But that’s okay. Love and forgiveness are their own rewards.

      And hell, I have a kick ass house kraken jonesing to make my family dinner every night from now until the end of time. Considering how much I hate cooking, that’s nearly as good as living happily ever after with a smart and sexy man the stars incarnated just for me.

      “You’re not going to be sick; you’re going to be amazed,” I assure Annie as I reach for the metal grill covering the drain in the sink, the one I unscrewed before my sisters came into the room because I know I can trust Kitty. I just know it, the way I know that Nightfall is where I’m supposed to be, and that beer always tastes better after a hard day’s work.

      Using the edge of the grill to pop the top off the beer waiting for me on the counter, I call to Kitty, “Take it away, sugar. The sisters are waiting to see what you’ve got.”

      A split second later, one of Kitty’s tentacles bursts through the drain hole. Annie and Sophie both stumble back a few steps, but when Kitty waves their way with an eagerness that can only be described as puppy-like they both let out a relieved sigh. Sophie even whispers a soft, “wow,” as the drain widens under Kitty’s special breed of magic, allowing her to reach six of her eight tentacles through the hole.

      In seconds, she’s slicing herbs, warming oil in a cast iron skillet, pulling pork chops from the refrigerator, and pouring the twins a glass of wine.

      Sophie accepts hers with a giggle, but Annie waves a hand and says, “No, thank you. But that’s very sweet.” She reaches out to give Kitty’s tentacle a warm squeeze, which excites the poor, over-eager house kraken to the point that she starts wagging her limb and drops the wine glass.

      For a second, everything freezes in the aftermath of the shattering goblet, but then Annie says, “Don’t worry about it, sweetie. We have plenty of extra glasses. I’ll grab the dustpan and tidy that up while you finish dinner. I can’t wait to try your dishes. Things are already smelling amazing in here.”

      Kitty resumes her preparations with renewed vigor and relief that I can sense prickling across my skin. In order to claim her as my familiar, I had to work a spell that brought our souls into the same field of energetic vibration. Which basically means I can feel how she’s feeling, and we often communicate without either of us saying a word—though she does understand English and is pretty handy with a pen and paper in moments of confusion.

      That’s how I learned she loves it when I play 1930s jazz music while we work. Kitty’s been helping me shore up the foundation and is the best at holding pictures steady while I mark where to hang them with chalk.

      Annie leans in to give me a hug on her way to fetch the broom and dustpan. “Good job, sis. Sorry I doubted you. This is so cool.”

      “Thanks,” I say, my eyes sliding closed as I hug her tight, savoring the moment of closeness. She’s been at the library a lot lately, learning about her Wyvern heritage and making up for lost time with Sophie, but we’re still as close as when we thought we were twins.

      Some bonds can never be broken. I’m grateful for that, and for my new sister, who’s been looking out for us big time the past two months. Sophie is on education detail, Mama Spider is our fierce, front yard protector, and Kitty is a class act of a familiar who loves to cook like her mother and grandmother before her.

      Everything would be coming up roses if it weren’t for the fact that almost everyone in the campground disappeared after they drugged and jailed Darcy and me and we have no idea why. Colin and the rest of the Nightfall PD are still investigating, but the few remaining people at the campground genuinely seem to have no clue what motivated the attack.

      They did agree, however, that the campground was a shitty, marginalized place to live, and they’d rather not be the “weirdos on the bad side of town,” anymore if that was an option.

      The town council is building new affordable housing for the refugees in response and Nightfall feels safer than it did before. Combined with my new knowledge of all things supernatural, the fact that the people who attacked me are long gone is comforting.

      I’d be blissfully happy here if it weren’t for this fucking rash. Since the poultice I made from Baron’s blood ran out last week, the itchy red sores are back with a vengeance. Colin’s still out of town, trying to track down the fugitives, so I can’t ask the one vampire I actually like—now that I know he never intended to force Annie into a miserable marriage—for a blood donation. And I’m not about to ask Annie to go back to Baron since that clearly didn’t end well the first time.

      Thankfully, I do have one treatment option still on the table.

      As if summoned by my thoughts, the doorbell dongs its dreary, but oddly cartoonish melody. “That’s for me,” I say, heading for the door. “Sally is bringing over another balm for me to try.” I squeeze Sophie’s arm on my way by her and add in a softer voice, “Keep an eye on the onions for Kitty, will you? She burned them a little when she was practicing. The pork chops still tasted great, but she’s hard on herself if everything isn’t perfect.”

      “I can relate,” Sophie says, patting my shoulder. “And of course. No problem. I’ll supervise until you get back.”

      “Thanks,” I say, warmed by the brief exchange.

      If someone had asked me before I learned the truth about Sophie, I would have insisted another sister was the last thing I needed. But just like every other member of my crazy family, I wouldn’t trade Sophie for anything in the world. She’s one of us now, a Wonderfully to the core no matter what other blood runs through her veins.

      Blood is only part of being family, after all.

      Caring for each other, being there for each other, and accepting each other for who you truly are… Well, those are the most important bits. Shared DNA is just a bonus in case someone needs a kidney or something.

      And yes, I’m literally thinking about kidneys as I open the door to reveal a broody vampire with what looks like a freshly harvested organ pressed to his neck and a pained expression on his face.

      But even cranky and clearly in a foul mood, Darcy’s face is the most beautiful thing I’ve seen since the moment I walked away from him on the beach in October. I want to hurl myself at him and hug him tight.

      Instead, I cross my arms and lean my hip against the doorframe. “To what do I owe this honor?” I ask, arching a cool brow.

      “Don’t be mean to him, Blaire,” a familiar voice mumbles from behind Darcy, making me realize he isn’t alone. “He basically saved our lives.”

      Cool vanishing in a rush of fear, I stand up straight, clutching the top of my sweater. “Casey? Is that you?”

      Darcy shifts to one side, revealing my younger sister in an oversized sweatshirt with stains all over the front and little Amy asleep on her shoulder wrapped in a grubby fleece blanket.

      My sister lifts her tear-streaked face and forces a shaky smile, “Surprise. You were right about Manny, Sissy. If Darcy hadn’t shown up when he did…” She trails off, swallowing hard as her smile stutters away. “We wouldn’t be standing here or maybe…anywhere.”

      I circle my arm, jolted into motion as the initial shock fades away. “Get in here, baby. You’re home now and no one is going to hurt you. Not Manny or anyone else.”

      Casey climbs the steps and sags against me. I wrap her and my niece up as best I can with my short arms, meeting Darcy’s gaze over Casey’s shoulder. “Thank you,” I mouth, to which he mouths back, “You’re welcome.”

      His gaze locks on mine, so much raw emotion on his face I’m not sure what to do with it, especially not now, when Casey is clearly in need of some TLC. Pulling in a bracing breath, I give her another squeeze and say, “Come on. You can meet Sophie and hug Annie and then I’ll draw you a bath and get you some clean clothes before dinner.”

      Casey pulls back with a sniff and another shaky smile that isn’t anything like my usually bold, brassy sister. “Thanks. That sounds incredible.” She glances over her shoulder at Darcy, her expression softening. “Thank you again. If you’re sick of us, I’m sure I can find someone else willing to help feed Amy tomorrow. She should be good for tonight.” She laughs softly as she smooths her sleeping daughter’s hair from her forehead. “She’s so tired she’ll probably sleep straight through until morning.”

      I frown as I glance between the two of them. “What’s going on?”

      “Turns out Manny’s a demon,” Casey says.

      “Well, we all knew that. Or at least Annie and I did. No offense.”

      “No. He’s literally a demon.” Casey sighs and gently tugs Amy’s pink sock cap off her head revealing wispy black hair that falls to the toddler’s shoulders and two tiny horns emerging from her hairline.

      My jaw drops and a soft squeak of surprise escapes my throat, but I cover with a strong nod. “Oh. Okay. Well…I’m sure we can figure this out.” I glance back at Darcy, my eyes no-doubt saucer wide.

      He nods and rumbles softly, “We can. Get your sister and the baby settled and I’ll explain everything. Assuming it’s all right if I come in and…stay for a while.”

      Stay forever, I want to say, but instead I motion toward the open door and say, “Sure. Come in. And thank you for saving Casey and Amy. Seriously, I owe you more than I’ll ever be able to repay.”

      His fingers hook gently into mine for a beat as he passes by. “You owe me nothing, love.”

      I hold my breath until he’s in the house, fighting the urge to throw my arms around his neck and demand he stop being stupid and love me back. This isn’t about Darcy and me. This is about Casey and Amy. I have to keep my focus on the people who need me, not my own bruised heart.

      Thankfully, Kitty will help make that easier.

      I hear Casey’s cry of surprise and hurry in to explain all about house krakens and the other details of her weird, but hopefully wonderful new life.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Darcy

        

      

    

    
      It feels like it takes ages for Blaire to help Casey change her daughter’s diaper and get the toddler tucked into the bed in the guest bedroom that Casey assures her they’ll share. I catch a few more bits and pieces of their conversation from my place at the bottom of the stairs—something about the cave where I found them, and Amy’s eclectic new feeding needs—but my eavesdropping is interrupted before I can gauge Blaire’s reaction.

      Annie hands me a cup of cold blood in a chipped coffee cup. “Sorry it’s cold. The house kraken’s busy in the kitchen, and I couldn’t get to the microwave.”

      “Quite all right,” I say, gratefully sipping from the mug. “At this point, I’ll take what I can get.”

      Annie’s brow furrows as she shakes her head. “You know I’m dying to pump you for information, but you’re very pale. And Blaire will kill me if I start pestering you before she gets down here.”

      “I will,” Blaire says from the top of the stairs. Soft footsteps pad down the carpeted steps and she appears by the hand I’ve braced on the railing a moment later, an expression on her face that is best described as shell-shocked. “Okay, so here’s what I got from Casey. Manny is a fire demon who kidnapped Amy from daycare and tried to sell her as a slave to his demon overlord, so he’d be allowed back into the underworld. But Casey followed him down into some creepy caves outside Vegas, whacked him on the head with a tire iron, and escaped with the baby, only to end up trapped in the caves after a tunnel collapsed. Cue Darcy receiving psychic distress calls and rushing to Nevada to save the day.”

      “That’s correct,” I say, draining the rest of the blood from the mug.

      Blaire’s breath rushes out. “So why didn’t you say something before you left? I would have gone with you, asshole. I don’t care if we’re fighting. I hope you know me well enough by now to know my family always comes first.”

      “I do know that,” I assure her, struggling to remain upright as the last of the adrenaline keeping me standing fades away. “I just…”

      My knees buckle and Blaire is suddenly there, looping my arm around her shoulders as she guides me into the sitting room to collapse on the couch. Annie’s worried face appears briefly in front of me. She lifts the now empty mug and says, “I’ll get you some more. Warm this time.”

      I mumble my thank you as Blaire sweeps my hair from my forehead and gingerly lifts the hunk of liver from my neck, hissing as she sees the places where little Amy has gnawed me raw as we travelled across country. “God, Darcy,” she whispers, touching gentle fingers to one side of the frequently reopened wounds.

      “I’m fine. The liver will help with healing.” I tense up and try to pull away, but she grips my arm and holds me in place.

      “Don’t move. I’ll work a healing spell. I’m not super good at them yet, but…”

      She murmurs a few words beneath her breath as she continues to stroke the skin on either side of the torn flesh. After just a few moments, the pain begins to ease, and my shoulders relax away from my ears for the first time in days.

      “There,” Blaire says, her cool fingers curling around the back of my neck in a way that feels insanely good. “All better. Or mostly better. Once we get a little blood in you, you’ll be as good as new.” She tips her head, meeting my gaze with a wry twist of her lips. “I guess you know how a nursing mother feels now, huh?”

      I grunt. “I do. And so far, Amy won’t drink blood from a cup so…I may require your services again tomorrow.”

      “Any time,” she says, searching my face with a longing I feel echoing through my bones as she adds, “Thank you for keeping my niece alive. From what Casey said, it sounds like vampires are discouraged from feeding demons, even if they are babies.”

      I squeeze her thigh through her jeans. I don’t remember putting my hand on her leg, but I have no intention of moving it unless she demands it. This is by far the best I’ve felt in months. Since the day she walked away from me on the beach, in fact.

      “They are,” I confirm. “But she’s only half demon. Colin and the others have already agreed to let her stay and allow me to continue feeding her until we can transition her to shifter blood from the packets we keep in storage.” I sigh. “And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Casey. I honestly wasn’t sure if I was hearing her or if it was another hallucination. I’ve been…unwell.”

      Blaire’s eyes fill with fear I hurry to banish as I assure her, “Not physically. Well, not until I spent five days travelling cross country with a hungry baby demon, anyway.” I force a smile. “Just mentally off. I’ve been hearing things, seeing things. I didn’t want to worry you until I was sure Casey was really in trouble. And then, by the time I found her, she and Amy were so weak, I went into crisis mode. We did try to phone once from Illinois, but the call wouldn’t connect.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m sorry. I need to get a landline installed. The stronger my magic gets, the more it interferes with cell reception. Celeste, my tutor, has been trying to work with me on it, but it’s hard over a video chat. Now that she’s back in town full time, things should be easier.”

      My lips curve a little sadly. “That’s wonderful.”

      “Is it? Because you sound like someone just died.”

      “Of course, it is. I just wish I hadn’t…missed so much.” I’m saved from saying more by Annie’s return to the room with a larger, warm mug of blood.

      “Do you want anything Blaire?” Annie asks as I drink. “I can bring your beer from the kitchen.”

      “No, thanks,” Blaire says. “I’ll get it in a little while. After Darcy leaves.”

      After Darcy leaves…

      Well, that’s it then. She intends to kick me out. She’s grateful that I helped her sister and niece but clearly isn’t ready to forgive me for a being an idiot who had his head so far up his own arse, he couldn’t see the truth right in front of him.

      Blaire cuts a sharp look my way, her brows pinching together. “What are you talking about? You didn’t ask me to forgive you, psycho.” Before I can suggest she might have accidentally read my thoughts, she barrels on, “You just showed up on my front porch with my sister, a hunk of liver pressed to your neck, and a miserable expression on your face.”

      “I can’t help it,” I reply, my voice stronger now that the warm blood is working through my veins. “I’m miserable without you.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t have acted like being my fated mate was on par with a cancer diagnosis,” she shoots back as Annie retreats toward the kitchen with her arms raised, whispering, “I’ll just give you two some space.”

      “I don’t need space,” Blaire shouts, her narrow gaze fixed on my face though it’s allegedly Annie she’s responding to. “I need someone to tell this stupid man that being a fated mate isn’t any different than falling in love some other way. No one knows why we love some people and not others, Darcy. It’s one of the biggest mysteries there is. But most people know if they’re lucky enough to find someone who feels like home, they should hold on tight to that person, not push them away.”

      “Precisely.” I set the empty mug down on the coffee table in front of us with a firm thunk. “That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking!”

      “So why are you shouting about it?” she shouts back.

      “Because I’m bloody tired of pretending my life is worth living without you in it,” I boom back. “I fucking love you and need you and crave you, Blaire. I dream about you and wake to hallucinations of your voice telling me it’s not too late. And Punky hates me so much for driving you away that she’s moved into the big house to sleep in Colin’s bed and runs to hide in the cellar every time our paths cross. Even the cat knows I’m worthless without you.”

      Blaire sits up straighter, blinking her bright eyes in the quiet following my rant. Finally, she covers the hand I’m still resting on her thigh with her cool fingers and says, “It’s not too late, dumbass.”

      My throat goes tight. “It’s not?”

      She shakes her head slowly, a cautious smile lifting the edges of her mouth, that beautiful, perfect mouth that has a starring role in all my sexiest dreams. “No. I love you, Darcy, and a Wonderfully’s love is forever. Even when I hated you, I still loved you and…I don’t hate you anymore.”

      My fingers spasm around her thigh, making her flinch and a soft giggle bubble from her chest. “Sorry,” I say, forcing my grip to relax.

      “It’s okay. It just tickled a little.”

      “I want to tickle you a little,” I hear myself murmuring as my face drifts closer to hers. “I also want to love you and support you and make you laugh and be there when you cry and help all your dreams come true.”

      Tears shining in her eyes, she cups my face gently in her hand. “I want all those things, too. But only with you.”

      “Only with you,” I echo, tears rising in my own eyes. “Thank you, little goblin. For a second chance. I promise you won’t regret it.”

      “I know I won’t,” she says, brushing her lips gently over mine. “And neither will you.”

      “Never,” I promise, overflowing with joy as she lets me pull her into my lap and deepen the kiss. Almost instantly, the chafed, endlessly itchy places on my skin are soothed in the wake of the connection pulsing between us.

      Blaire’s relieved groan vibrates my lips. “Damn. That’s good. The itching was driving me crazy. That ‘rejected by your fated mate’ rash is no joke.”

      I pull back, arching a wry brow. “Try having it all over your balls.”

      Her head falls back as she laughs so hard, she would tumble off my lap if I weren’t holding her firmly in place. “Oh my God,” she finally gasps, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. “I was hoping that’s where it was. I confess the peevish part of me wanted you to suffer, at least a little bit.”

      “I’ve been in hell,” I answer honestly. “But that’s all right. I’m in heaven now, and I intend to stay for a while, if that’s all right. Forever sounds about long enough.”

      Her smile softens. “It does. Take me downstairs to the basement and do bad things to me in my new witchy room? It has a fireplace and loads of books and candles. And best of all…a soundproof door.”

      By the time Annie calls out, “Where are you two going?” I’m already down the basement stairs with a giggling Blaire in my arms, clinging to my shoulders.

      “We’ll be right back,” she calls out. “Just need to treat Darcy’s wound.”

      “Is that what they’re calling it these days?” a voice that sounds like Sophie from the library replies. “If so, please tell Darcy I would love it if his brother Ferris could come ‘treat my wound’ the next time he’s in town. He’s the best kisser.”

      “Not the best,” Blaire whispers for my ears only as I carry her toward the smell of cinnamon and herbs wafting from the new room built into the corner of the open space. “You’re the best, but I’m not going to tell anyone because I don’t intend to share you, Blackmore.”

      “Good because I refuse to be shared.” I step into the cozy room, lit only by the warm glow of a lamp in the corner. “And your pussy is mine, goblin. I am officially staking my claim.”

      “Oh, please do.” She flicks her wrist toward the far side of the room, causing a fire to erupt in the fireplace before she flicks it again, slamming the door shut and locking it behind us. “I would like to be thoroughly staked. It feels like I’ve been waiting for you for ages.”

      I lie her down on a plush couch beside the fire and lengthen myself on top of her, the sense of being exactly where I’m supposed to be so intense it’s painfully sweet. “I’ll never keep you waiting again, love. I promise.”

      “Love,” she echoes with a sigh. “Nearly as good a nickname as goblin.”

      “Nearly,” I say, smiling against her lips as I kiss her again.

      And again.

      And then we shed our clothes as fast as our supernatural reflexes will allow, both of us eager to put all the pain and regret in the past and move into our bright, shiny, multi-orgasmic future.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Blaire

        

      

    

    
      I feel like a monster unleashed from a cage—ravenous and wild. And like a bird coming home to her warm, cozy roost after a long night fighting the wind and rain.

      This is what Darcy does to me.

      He is safety and passion, the unknown and all that has ever been familiar. He is the end and the beginning and the only person I’m ever going to want in my bed.

      I’m absolutely sure of that, even though we haven’t had sex yet.

      But some things you just know. And as Darcy’s stubble scratches at my throat and the inside of my breasts as he kisses his way down my newly naked body, making my blood dance through my veins, I know he’s going to rock my world.

      Hell, he’s going to do more than rock it. If we’re not careful, we’re going to bring the entire house down.

      Thank the goddess for soundproof walls and that I listened when Celeste, my tutor, insisted a witch’s lair should be a place where she can scream as loud as she wants without being overheard.

      “Oh, yes, please, yes,” I cry out as Darcy hooks my knees over his shoulders and devours my pussy with the same single-minded intensity with which he does most things.

      He’s kissed me here before. I should know what to expect, but somehow, it’s even better than I remember, so good the room is spinning by the time he strokes his tongue deeper, deeper, alternating each thrust with little flicks across my clit that leave me panting, moaning.

      I curse—loudly—summoning a chuckle from the man clearly enjoying driving me out of my damned mind.

      “Now,” I beg, reaching down to tug at his silky hair. “Inside me, Darcy. Please. I need you inside of me so badly.”

      “Not yet, love,” he rumbles against my clit, the vibration of his deep voice nearly enough to send me spiraling. “I need to hear you scream my name first. I’ve been dreaming about it every bloody night. Your salt and heat on my tongue, your thighs trembling as I fuck you into the best orgasm of your life. That’s what I need, little goblin. I need you wild for me.”

      “I’m already—” My words end with a swiftly drawn breath and another curse as he shoves his tongue deep into my pulsing channel. And then his thumb begins to circle my clit with the perfect, maddening pressure and soon I’m beyond words.

      I writhe beneath him, shameless and desperate and so close…

      So damned close…

      I become dimly aware of the fact that I’m chanting his name like a prayer, but even when I hear how needy and flat-out adoring I sound, I don’t stop. I don’t even try. I don’t care if he hears how much I love him, how much I need him, because I know he feels the same way.

      I can feel his devotion as he worships my body, sucking and licking and playing me like his favorite instrument until the tension building inside is finally too much. I call his name one last time before pleasure knocks me flat. I close my eyes as bliss rockets up my spine, spreading out to electrify every inch of my flushed skin.

      And it’s so good that the word “good” suddenly seems ludicrous.

      How dare someone dream up such a pale, wimpy, mealy-mouthed word? How dare they bring more “meh” into a world filled with passion and promise and magic around every corner, just waiting for you to open your eyes and see the truth.

      And for me, the truth is this man, this gorgeous, broody, secretly kind and lovely beast rising over me with love and heat in his eyes.

      “Love you,” he says, his voice raw with emotion as he grips his cock and guides it to my entrance.

      “Forever,” I promise as he glides into where I need him, where I will always need him, as long as we both shall live.

      

      
        
        Darcy

      

      

      

      No more waiting.

      No more longing for what I’ve stupidly told myself I can’t have.

      No more hurting the woman I love.

      Fuck, I’ve been such a fool. To waste even a day with this woman, my woman, is straight up lunacy. But blessedly, I’ve come to my senses, and I intend to spend every day from now on making up for lost time.

      Bloody hell, she feels so good, so right, so made for me that by the time my cock is seated deep in her pulsing heat, I’m already on the verge of losing control.

      But I will not lose control.

      I’m not a teenager swept away by his first roll in the hay. I’m a two-hundred-year-old man who intends to bring everything I know about pleasing a woman to bear on this couch tonight.

      I’m going to make Blaire come so hard, so often, that she won’t hesitate to say “yes.”

      Yes to moving in together.

      Yes to getting naked at every possible opportunity.

      Yes to marrying me and making me the proudest, happiest, most grateful man in Nightfall.

      “Yes,” she says, kissing me hard as I pull back and thrust deep into the paradise that is her pussy gripping me tight. “I will marry you. In May. On the beach right after sunset.”

      I wonder if I’ve completely lost control of my telepathic powers, but before I can ask, Blaire says, “You need to firm up your mental shields. I’m better at reading thoughts than I used to be, especially people I love.” She smiles against my lips. “And people who love me. You loooove me, Blackmore. I can feel it all over, from head to toe and everywhere in between.”

      I fist my hand in her hair and pull her head back as I glide back into her again, loving the way she shudders in response. “More than anything. I’d also love to taste you again.” I groan as she bucks into my cock, setting a more urgent rhythm that has my balls dragging between my legs as we writhe together toward the precipice. “Fuck, I need to taste you, Blaire, need your sweetness flowing down my throat.”

      “Then taste me, baby,” she says, the endearment making me feel even more welcome, even more home. “I want to feel everything with you.”

      And I want the same.

      I want to build a home with her, a life, a love that burns so bright it banishes the fear to the shadows where it belongs. Maybe someday Blaire will let me turn her and we’ll have the chance at eternity together. Maybe she’ll decide to stay human, age, and die. Either way, I will respect her choice and make the most of every second I’m lucky enough to share with the woman I love.

      Even vampires aren’t guaranteed tomorrow.

      All we have is this moment, this breath, this chance to prove that the gift of life wasn’t wasted on us.

      “I love you, Blaire. Forever,” I vow again as I pump deeper into her sweetness just seconds before my fangs pierce the delicate skin where her neck meets the curve of her shoulder. And fuck, she’s so sweet, so perfect. She’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted and even more delicious than the first time her essence flowed down my throat.

      Because this time there is no danger, no enemy to fight off. There’s only love and passion and my woman clinging to me like she can’t get enough.

      “Oh yes,” she moans, arching into my mouth, clearly in no pain. “Oh, it’s so perfect, Darcy. So perfect. I love you so much. So much.”

      I groan my agreement as fresh heat rushes over my dick, baptizing me in her desire. I grip her thighs, wrapping them tighter around my waist as I thrust even deeper. I piston my throbbing shaft into her drenched pussy, fucking her in earnest, every whimper and gasp that falls from her lips making me hotter.

      I pound into her until her tits bounce on her chest and her whimpers become guttural cries. “Yes! Don’t stop, Darcy, oh please don’t stop.”

      Never, I vow, a promise from my heart to hers as I pump harder, faster.

      “Oh there, yes, yes,” she says, her pussy so wet my balls are dripping with her juices. “Oh God, Darcy, I’m coming.” Her head falls back, and her inner walls lock tight around me, and I’m done for. I’m destroyed, ripped apart by the force of the pleasure rocketing through me and healed almost instantly by the same.

      I grind closer, deeper, as my cock jerks and throbs inside her and my release takes me to places I haven’t been in so damned long.

      As her pussy milks the last of the come from my balls and my orgasm spirals on and on, I close my eyes and feel the warmth of the sun on my face. I smell the grass waving in the wind in a summer field, hear the daylight birds warbling their euphoric tunes, and know that it will always be like this with her.

      She’s the yin to my yang, the blazing fire of inspiration to my cool steadiness, and the sun that will find me no matter how far I’ve retreated into the darkness.

      Afterwards, she lies heavy on my chest, catching her breath. I cradle her close, secure in the knowledge that I have everything I’ll ever need, right here in my arms.

      And then she says, “You know what we should do, don’t you?”

      “No,” I murmur, too satisfied to move a muscle.

      She lifts her head, gazing down at me with a crooked grin. “We should go bang again in the forest while I chant that spell I found. It’s almost midnight, and I bet the town would appreciate a freshly powered shield as a solstice present.”

      My brows lift, and my cock thickens against my thigh. “I’m sure they would. If you won’t be too cold?”

      Blaire’s grin widens. “I have a feeling you’ll keep me nice and warm.”

      “Oh, I will,” I promise, fully erect now. “We could even fuck in bat form if you’d like. I should be able to shift you with me now that I’ve fed from you twice, and bats don’t feel the cold the way humans do.”

      She wrinkles her nose with a giggle. “Gross. I don’t want to have bat sex with you.”

      “Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it, goblin,” I say, squeezing her ass.

      She shakes her head with a sigh. “Fine, we can start as bats, but if it’s weird, I’m tapping out. And I have to be human for at least part of it so I can work the spell.”

      “If you insist,” I say, guiding her more solidly on top of me. “But maybe we should have one more practice round before we go.”

      “Practice does make perfect,” she murmurs as she shifts her hips and sinks down on my cock from on top this time.

      I make my future wife come again—twice—before we fly out the small window in the corner of the basement, heading deep into the forest.

      There, under the snow-dusted cedars, I teach her how good a little kinky bat fuckery can feel, and she teaches me that even brilliant things can get even better when you’re with the one who holds your heart safe.

      The one who always will.

      

      
        
        Annie

      

      

      

      My mother always told me to be careful what I wish for because Wonderfully wishes have a way of coming true.

      I want to be careful.

      I really do.

      But as I pace the bathroom, taking advantage of the fact that Blaire and Sophie are both currently distracted as I wait for the test beside the sink to reveal my fate, I don’t know what to wish for.

      Do I wish that there’s been a miracle, and somehow that steamy—and totally insane—night with Baron has resulted in the baby I’ve been dreaming about for longer than I can remember? I mean, vampires aren’t supposed to be able to have children, so it would be a miracle, and I’m superstitious enough to be wary of turning my back on something like that.

      Or do I hope that my period’s just a few weeks late, the way it is sometimes when I’m stressed or forget to eat lunch too many days in a row?

      I don’t know.

      I truly don’t have a clue…until the timer on my cell goes off and I step in to see a bright pink plus sign at the center of the display window.

      And then, instantly, I know.

      I know that I’m desperately grateful for this baby, this sweet, precious miracle I will love with every piece of my heart from now until my last dying breath.

      I also know that I’m not going to tell her father what’s happened. At least not yet. Baron is still largely a mystery to me, but I know enough about sexy, broody, tortured vampires to guess he won’t be excited about this…unexpected development.

      And he did tell me to go home, after all. He told me to get out of his swamp, forget the night he took my ancient virginity amongst a chorus of orgasms, and stay as far away from him as I can get—considering we both live in the same, small supernatural town.

      He practically gave me a “get knocked up with my baby and keep it a secret as long as you want” free card.

      And, of course, I’ll tell him the truth eventually, once I convince him he isn’t the monster he thinks he is. Once I make him see that he’s a wonderful, kind, generous man who deserves love and passion and all the happiness he’s pushed away with both hands for so, so long.

      And that he deserves it with me, Annie Wonderfully, the woman who’s going to change his sad, lonely life.

      Just wait and see…
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        One woman on the run. Four dangerously sexy bodyguards. And a war brewing that will change the shifter world forever…

      

        

      
        I’m living on borrowed time, fighting for survival against a deadly new virus that has no cure and a cult doing its best to brainwash me. But when a mysterious note shows up on my windowsill one night, its chilling message--Run, Wren--launches me out of the frying pan and into the fire.

      

        

      
        Within hours, everything I thought I knew about my life, my family, and my origins is obliterated, and I'm racking up enemies at an alarming rate. Between the cult I've just escaped, a violent shifter faction out for my blood, and an ancient evil who eats "chosen ones" like me for breakfast, my last hope is to join forces with four dangerous-looking men who claim they were sent to guard my life.

      

        

      
        Luke, a werewolf with a rap sheet. Creedence, a lynx shifter who never met a mark he couldn’t con. Kite, a bear kin with a mean right hook and heart of gold. And Dust, my childhood best friend and dude voted least likely to be a secret shape-shifting griffin.

      

        

      
        But are these men really what they seem?

      

        

      
        Or are my alpha guardians hiding a secret agenda of their own?

      

        

      
        I’m not sure, but one thing is for certain—choosing the right allies will mean the difference between life and death. For me, and everyone I love…

      

        

      
        WREN

      

      

      I’m about to retreat to my room to find my center, but before I can make it out of the kitchen, the door bursts open and my mom calls, “Wren, baby! There you are! Oh honey, I’m so glad you’re home!”

      A moment later, her arms are around me from behind, hugging me tight before turning me gently around and lifting her shaking hands to my face. She’s barely five feet and a smidge tall, a good seven inches shorter than my five eight, but Abby Frame has a presence that fills a room.

      I’m immediately enveloped in her warm energy and the glow of her smile as she says, “It’s happening, sweetheart, the day we’ve been praying for.”

      “What’s happening?” I glance up at Pops, who’s still standing by the door, his muddy boots on the mat.

      He smiles tentatively in response, hope and caution warring in his brown eyes as he waves Mom’s way. “Let Abby tell it. She’s the one who found the doctor. She should get to share the good news.”

      I shift my focus back to Mom, forehead furrowing. “Another doctor? Mom, you know I’m happy to go see anyone you want me to see, but I’ve already been to—”

      “Not just a doctor,” Mom breaks in, practically prancing in place as she grips both of my hands tightly in hers. “A research scientist and doctor on the cutting edge of Meltdown virus research, who’s just put four children into permanent remission with his new procedure. Six months out, and there are no signs of the virus returning. And we got word this afternoon that the doctor has room for you on his schedule! You’re next on the list!”

      “Seriously?” My pulse picks up even as my brain fights to keep my blood pressure steady. The brain realized hope is dangerous a long time ago, but the heart never learns. “When? How? What are the success rates? The risks?” The questions spill out of me, but I don’t really care about those things. I’m ready for anything, no matter what the risk vs. reward ratio. If there’s even the ghost of a chance that I can get better, I want that.

      I want to live, to dream big instead of editing every ambition. I want to look into my future and see endless possibilities and love and maybe those children Mom was wishing for.

      My head spins with excitement, making it hard to concentrate on her words as she begins to lay out the details of the procedure.

      But by the time she gets to the risks, I’ve regained my focus.

      “There have been some fatalities. About two percent for children, closer to thirty percent for teens.” Worry creeps into her pale-blue eyes, such a close match to my own that people have always assumed she’s my birth mom, even though that’s where the resemblance between us ends. “You’ll be Dr. Highborn’s oldest patient so far, and that likely means an even higher risk of complications. But when I explained your situation, how…” She swallows. “How hard things have been lately, well…”

      How hard…

      When she explained that I’m dying. That’s what she means. We’ve all been dancing around it for months, looking the other way, “Tra-la-la nothing to see here, folks,” while my organs slowly began to fail.

      But here it is, laid out in the cool, mint-and-earth scented air.

      Pops must have been working in the herb garden, one part of me observes as another solemnly acknowledges, There goes any doubt about that. You really are dying. You haven’t been being a big melodramatic baby, after all.

      “I’m dying.” A sinkhole opens in my chest that widens to encompass the kitchen and then the house and then the entire neighborhood. I feel like I’m in free fall—panicked and helpless as I tumble through an endless black void—but strangely peaceful at the same time.

      There’s a power in labeling things.

      In facing them.

      In looking a monster right in the eye and calling it by its name.

      Death, I see you there. I know you’re watching, but I’ve got my eye on you, too, motherfuckah…

      “No, you’re not,” Mom says, the words as fierce as she is, my tough little mama who has always refused to give up on me, no matter what. “You’re going to be Dr. Highborn’s first adult success story. You’ve got a good chance, Wren. You’re not that far out of adolescence. I mean, as far as I can see, you look the same as you did the day you turned eighteen.”

      “Never could put any meat on your bones.” Pops comes to stand behind Mom, leaving muddy footprints on the tile. His tone is calm and easy, but those footprints make it clear how upset he is.

      Pops doesn’t track in dirt. He lives to get dirt under his fingernails, but he’s too proud of our home to muck it up. He doesn’t own the bungalow, not even after thirty years of on-time disbursements to pay off the second mortgage, but he loves it.

      It’s hard to pay off a house when you’re shelling out thousands of dollars a month for experimental medicine our insurance won’t cover. Even with the help of the Church of Humanity Compassion House scholarship fund, my sickness has brought our family to the brink of financial ruin more than once.

      “How much is it going to cost?” I ask, my voice small, guilt pressing down on my shoulders again.

      I want to live, God knows I do, but I don’t want to ruin my parents in the process. Especially since it sounds like this is a long shot for me, as the first adult guinea pig of this new procedure.

      Mom’s eyes fill, but I know immediately it’s her angry cry, not her sad one. Her gaze is on fire behind the shimmer, and I half expect her to send me to my room for a time out until I learn to control my temper, the way she did when I first came to live with her as a feral four-year-old determined to tear off my clothes and run wild through the neighborhood every chance I got.

      “Don’t you dare, Wren Frame.” She sniffs, and her lips pucker into a crooked bow at the center of her face. “Don’t you dare talk money at a time like this. Your life doesn’t have a price. We’ve already talked to the bank about a third mortgage, and the lender promised we’d be approved.”

      “But then you’ll never pay off the house,” I say, some twisted part of me driven to make the argument for letting me die, for avoiding the risk when there’s a very real chance there will be no reward.

      “Wren, I swear—”

      “Screw the house.” Pops’s uncharacteristic curse is so firm and loud that Mom and I both turn his way, our eyes going wide. “I don’t care if we lose the house. It’s worth it. Even if there are no guarantees…” He trails off, his throat working as he swallows. “Even a chance is worth it to me. Anything to help my baby girl.”

      And that does it. Those two sweet words from the sweetest man I know break me. My face crumples as I lean into my parents, tears making my voice thick as they wrap me up in their arms. “I love you, Pops. Mom. I love you both so much.”

      “And we love you, miracle girl.” Mom uses the old nickname, the one she and Pops stopped using months ago when my health started to fail like all the others.

      Most people with my condition don’t make it out of their teens, and only a precious few see thirty. If I’m the luckiest of the lucky, I could have six more years.

      I literally have nothing to lose.

      Nothing, except the chance to know what it would be like to be more than friends with the man who, just this afternoon, splashed color all over my black-and-white world, showing me brilliant new things I wasn’t sure existed before.

      But if I don’t have the procedure and I don’t go into remission soon, it’s all over. At this rate, I could have three months, maybe six if my doctors can find a better drug cocktail before one of my major organs fails.

      But if I risk the procedure, I could have even less time than that.

      Almost nothing at all.

      A 30 percent chance of fatal complications is nothing to take lightly, and as an adult my risk is probably higher, Mom said. If I put myself in this doctor’s care, I’m flipping a coin for my life. No matter how much I want that permanent remission, I don’t know if I’m ready to make that call.

      “How long do I have to decide?” I sniff as I pull back from my parents’ embrace, swiping tears from my cheeks with the backs of my hands.

      Mom’s forehead furrows. “I told you, sweetie. We have to go in the morning. First thing. They’re holding the seven a.m. surgery slot for you.”

      “Oh,” I say, blinking fast. “I’m sorry. I must have been zoning out during that part. Tomorrow. Wow.” I exhale sharply. “That’s so fast.”

      “I know.” Mom shakes her head. “But if we miss it, we might not get another chance. People from all over the world are fighting for a place on Dr. Highborn’s schedule. But he’s based right outside Seattle, so we’re one of the few families who can take advantage of this last-minute cancelation.”

      I pace a few steps away, one hand propped on my hip as my free fingers tug on my earlobe, fighting to see my way through to a clear decision. But my thoughts are racing too fast to be corralled. My mind is a swarm of sounds and smells and faces—Carrie and Kite and the kids at the shelter and Mom and Dad.

      What if I go to sleep on the operating table tomorrow and never get to tell them all goodbye?

      What if you say no and miss your one shot at a real life?

      “I have to go call Carrie,” I say softly, decision made. It lands hard inside me, making my stomach knot and my blood pressure drop with a suddenness that makes me dizzy, but I know it’s the right choice. “Tell her how much she means to me. Just in case.”

      Mom and Dad let out a breath in unison, and Mom reaches first for Dad’s hand and then mine. Glancing between the two of us, she says, “But there won’t be any ‘just in case.’ We’ve got this. We’re leaving here as a family tomorrow morning and coming back as a family.”

      After promising them I’ll get packed for the surgery trip while I’m calling Carrie, I slip down the hall to my room. It used to be Scarlett’s room, this dark, cool space shaded by the cherry tree outside the window, but I moved in a few years ago, freeing up my childhood bedroom for Mom’s crafting and sewing supplies. By then, we were finally ready to take down Scarlett’s band posters and paintings, to tuck away her vibrant sheet set and the brightly colored tapestries she hung in front of the windows.

      But I kept one of my sister’s pieces, one she painted when she was just nine years old, of a fox at the edge of a field. The fox appears to be dancing, its luxurious tail rippling in the sunset light as it lifts paws to the faint moon visible in the sky above.

      It’s one of my favorite works of art—ever.

      I know it’s kid art and far from museum quality, but it speaks to me. Something about the fox, the field, the certain slant of light makes me breathless with longing. If I stare at the painting long enough, I can imagine that I’ve been to this place, danced with that magical creature, lifted my hands to the moon, and known that I was loved.

      Loved by the moon and the stars, loved by the earth and the trees, loved by the wind whispering through the tall grass and the light warming my skin, all of them assuring me that I am part of an endless dance.

      I walk to the painting now, but when I bring my fingers to hover above the fox’s tail a sharp flash of pain ignites behind my eyes.

      I wince, squeezing them closed as my vision goes white and then blue, and then a pudgy hand swims into focus over my head, fingers spread wide as if to reach up and touch the tree limbs waving above.

      I’m struck by the sudden certainty that the hand is mine—my toddler hand from long ago, from somewhere in the lost years I can’t remember.

      It doesn’t make sense, though, all the sunshine and trees. I was rescued from a drug den in an industrial part of Seattle, where my mother was living with other junkies, selling her body for her next fix. It’s been inferred through the years—though never said outright by anyone, not even the therapist I saw for a year after Scarlett died—that there was a chance my sister and I were sold, too. That people did unspeakable things to us that are better off forgotten.

      But the feeling that floods my chest as I watch my starfish fingers spread against a pale blue sky isn’t terror. It’s bliss. Innocent happiness. Certainty that I belong and I am deeply, profoundly loved.

      And safe.

      And…home.

      Smells rush in, cedar and the same smoky-sour nut scent of black cottonwood from earlier today. Also raspberries and spring grass, sunshine-warmed skin mixed with the musky scent of fur and earth. Another flash of memory—a bed in a cool room where I sleep snuggled with half a dozen other children, all of us cozy in a puppy pile of contentment—and then I’m back in that field, reaching for the sky, certain I can touch the treetops if I wanted to. I could grow wings and fly, even though Mama says it isn’t safe for me to fly so young.

      Mama…

      Another scent—turpentine and vanilla sugar—slams into me so hard I flinch, followed by images and sensations flickering so fast inside I can barely grab hold of one before it’s replaced by another—full lips, big smile, green dress, blue water, peace, golden grass, fox tail, sharp teeth, safety, my hand, red hair, red fur, softness, love, full moon, fireworks, belonging and belonging and belonging until the fireworks are replaced with gunshots and then—

      My phone vibrates in my hand, and I emerge from the rush of memory with a gasp.

      I press my fist to my chest, where my heart is doing its best to crash through my sternum, and glance down at the screen to see an unfamiliar number. I answer without a second thought—some of the kids at the shelter have secret cell phones, even though they’re supposed to turn them over when they check-in, and I’ve been on the receiving end of more than one panicked after-hours call from a kid in need of a friendly ear.

      “Hello?” I say, my voice breathy and weak from the hallucination.

      That had to be what it was. I was two months shy of four years old when I was adopted, and I’ve never been able to access any of my earliest childhood memories, not even when my therapist attempted to guide me into the past under hypnosis.

      There is nothing back there but static and blur.

      Static…

      A faint hum on the end of the line…

      “Hello?” I say again. “This is Wren, can I help you?”

      “You can help yourself,” a distorted voice garbles from the other end of the line, making my brows snap together. “Go to the window. Open it. Wait for a message.”

      “What? Who is this? How did you get this number?” A click-click-click sound as the line goes dead is the only response.

      With a shudder, I toss my phone onto my flowered bedspread, where it lies there contaminating the field of poppies. Heart racing, I start toward the door to call out to Mom and Pops, but pause at the last second, something deep inside me telling me to wait.

      To think.

      To remember…

      My fingers dive into the front pocket of my jeans, closing around the lucky coin I carry with me everywhere I go. The gold warms immediately against my skin, sending a pulse of calm threading through my fear.

      There was a phone call like that once before, wasn’t there?

      A long time ago…

      I bite my lip, tugging the coin out of my jeans and flipping it over the tops of my knuckles the way my friend Dust taught me when we were kids, fighting to resurrect the recollection from my graveyard of forgotten memories.

      One of the side effects of being exhausted all the time is that the brain tends to prioritize certain functions over others. My body is focused on preserving the energy to keep waking up and walking around and processing food into energy from one day to the next. Archiving memories is way down the list on my biological to-do list, which means many entries in my personal history book are murky at best, blank pages at worst.

      But that call…

      The garbled voice…

      Lifting the coin to hover in front of me, I stare into the eyes of the lion on the smoother side before flipping over to study the eagle with gnarled talons on the other. Sometimes watching the coin twirl in slow circles helps me focus, another trick Dust taught me before he moved away.

      Or before he died. I’m not sure which story is true.

      My parents told me Dust and his parents moved back to England to be closer to family. George, a fellow seventh grader who lived next door to Dust back in the day, swore he saw a body being wheeled out of his house on a stretcher in the middle of the night, just days before the family allegedly returned to the UK.

      A small body, about the size of Dust at thirteen…

      We were all sick, all of the kids at the Church of Humanity Chosen Charter School, and becoming increasingly familiar with death. We’d lost Grace over the summer between my fourth and fifth grade year, Vince before Halloween the following year, and both of the twins—Regina and Rafe—during the Christmas holidays mere months before Dust vanished without a trace.

      But Dust…

      The thought of him gone, vanished along with his fantastic stories and his magical way of turning every silly schoolyard game into an adventure, hit me hard. Even though he was two years ahead of me in school, Dust was my best friend, and the only person I could talk to about Scarlett’s increasingly wild behavior and how terrifying it felt for my sister to pull away from me. Dust listened with his entire self and set about solving problems like it was his mission on earth. Even at thirteen, it was clear that he was going to grow up to be an incredible person, one that fights to keep the lights on in an increasingly dark world.

      So I told George to keep his lies to himself and chose to believe that Dust was out there somewhere, hiding treasures in his pockets and making up wild stories and being the same old Dust I’d known.

      Years later, when I was in college and I received a waiver for the Church of Humanity’s ban on online activity so I could pursue my degree in social work, I tried looking for him. I hoped to find a social media page with his grinning face, or some sign that he was out there, alive and happy. But there was nothing. No birth certificate, no death certificate, no adoption forms filed in the state of Washington, not even an entry in the movement’s annual member registration database.

      His parents’ names were still there, but he’d been scrubbed out.

      Erased.

      He must have left the movement as a Hostile Faction. Only those in open opposition to the Church of Humanity, those determined to undermine our mission to unite all people, are erased when they leave. Once I’d realized that, I’d stopped looking for Dust.

      No matter where he was or what he was doing, he was a H.F. and forever beyond my reach.

      But I kept this coin, the one he promised me would keep me safe.

      My gaze softens as I spin the coin faster and the locked doors in my mind begin to creak open. I catch flashes of Scarlett at nineteen, at seventeen, and then Scarlett on the last day of her sophomore year of high school.

      We’re having a party to celebrate. Mom and Pops and all our friends are out in the backyard. Scarlett and I are inside, preparing to bring out the box of cupcakes we bought for dessert—I’m insisting I get the only red velvet—when the phone on the wall rings. Scarlett picks it up, and there’s a voice on the other end, a deep, distorted voice telling her to take her sister’s hand and run to the front door.

      Run. Now, the voice says, so loud I can hear it from by the refrigerator halfway across the room. I start toward Scarlett, watching her face pale and her eyes go wide. This may be our only chance to get you out. The Frames aren’t who you think they are. You aren’t safe. If you stay, you and your sister will both die. Go. Now.

      The phone falls from Scarlett’s hand, and I run to hug her, but I don’t remember what comes next…

      I don’t remember…

      A scratching sound on the other side of the room snaps me out of my trance, sending my heart jerking back into panic mode. Squeezing the coin in my fist, I spin to face the window.

      Immediately, my gaze locks on the fat, fluffy raccoon perched on the sill outside, it’s onyx eyes sparkling in its brown mask. It’s an enormous creature with steel-gray fur shot through with white highlights and a damp black nose that wiggles up and down as it presses one eerily human hand to the window.

      I shake my head, not knowing what to make of this night animal out at dusk and looking me dead in the eye with an intelligence that makes my skin crawl. But I’m glad I didn’t open the window the way the voice on the phone told me to do. If I had, that massive beastie and its teeth would be in my room.

      That’s clearly what it wants.

      The raccoon scratches plaintively at the glass, flinching when my mom shouts from the kitchen, “Wren, are you okay with red sauce on your pasta? Or do you want your noodles plain with a little butter and pepper?”

      “Red sauce is fine, Mom,” I call back, pulse throbbing faster in my throat as the raccoon shakes its head like it understands what we’ve said and is against red sauce.

      Or against dinner.

      Or against me sticking around to eat it

      “Definitely option three,” I note in a trembling voice as the raccoon lifts his—her?—other hand and presses a small, square sheet of paper to the window.

      Even from ten feet away I can read the bright red words on it loud and clear. There are only two of them, scrawled in thick capital letters—Run Wren.

      

      
        
        UNLEASHED is Available Now.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Bella Jacobs loves pulse-pounding action, fantasy, and supernaturally high stakes, mixed with swoon-worthy romance and unforgettable heroes. She's been a full time writer for over a decade and is deeply grateful for the chance to play pretend for a living.

      

      She writes as Bella for her trips to the dark side and can't wait to take you on her next adventure.

      

      
        
        Visit her at www.bellajacobsbooks.com

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Bella Jacobs

          

        

      

    

    
      Wolves of New York Series

      Wolf King

      Wolf Pawn

      Wolf Queen

      Wolf Mate

      

      The Dark Moon Shifter Series

      Unleashed

      Untamed

      Unbroken

      

      Supernatural in Seattle Series

      Fangs for Sharing

    

  
OEBPS/images/mybigfatbloodsuckersecretbaby_blangkon-copy.jpg
(ily
,m!}&‘

o






OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





cover.jpeg
- Wy
| e !
\ . (W/w\) |
N
:'Jg\

L4

. v
LLA JACOBS

Author of Wolves of New York

BE





OEBPS/fonts/IM-Fell-Double-Pica-Pro.otf


OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-abc-screen.png





