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      Nobody moved.

      I trembled from my hiding place under a dining table, still wrapped in that bundle of ropes.

      A moment ago, I thought Lady Mantis would kill me for having broken out of the knocker enchantment, but this last-minute appearance of the hunters had saved my life.

      Right now, I didn’t know whether to hug Zarah for bringing reinforcements or to wring her neck for unleashing the vampires’ predators. I still wasn’t clear how much time had passed since I had been turned into a knocker.

      With Nero and Dante currently imprisoned and likely still suffering from wounds inflicted by infrared weapons, I was certain the appearance of the hunters was going to make things worse.

      A chuckle broke through the silence. I twisted around and fixed my gaze on Radu, the very first frumosi, my great-great-great-times-whatever grandfather. The man’s golden hair tumbled down his shoulders in the same tight ringlets as Dracula’s.

      But where Dracula’s features screamed fierce masculinity, Radu’s were soft and feminine. Long, tawny lashes curled out from large, blue eyes with enough red in them to appear violet. He wrinkled his straight, thin nose and curled his pouting lips into a smirk.

      On a man with a slight figure, the face might have looked charming, but Radu stood nearly six-and-a-half-feet tall and was broader and bulkier than any of the vampire guards.

      An over-inflated man with a monstrously beautiful face.

      Nobody spoke.

      It was as if the mention of his name had struck everyone dumb. After all those frightening Hunters 101 classes, I wasn’t surprised.

      Captain Tanar and the others at the head table lowered their weapons, seeming to have given up all attempts of trying to fight against Radu’s might.

      Rocking back and forth on her heels, Zarah turned and faced the frumosi students, who also cowered under their dining tables. “We’re safe,” she said, her voice high with delight. “I’ve brought more of our kind. They’re going to free us.”

      Nobody crawled out to rejoice.

      Zarah spoke louder. “From now on, vampires will fear frumosi and not the other way around!”

      I grimaced at her proclamation. Something about it rang untrue.

      Radu turned to the female warriors at his side. “Subdue the vampires.” His voice was as soft as a woman’s, but it just made him sound more sinister. “We will hunt for those who escaped.”

      “Wait!” Captain Tanar stepped forward. “The Sanguine Academy belongs to Lord Dracula, and all vampires within it are under his protection.”

      Radu’s lips stretched into an inhumanly wide grin. He flicked his head at the woman on his right. “Remember him, Justine?”

      “Of course, I do.” She removed her helmet and let it clatter to the floor.

      Gasps filled the room.

      I craned my neck and peered up at a head that had been sliced from brow to ear. Her left eye was missing, as were all the bone and flesh that had surrounded it. My throat convulsed with shock. How on earth could anyone survive with a third of their head missing?

      Justine’s single, green eye glowered at Captain Tanar, and her lips curled back into a snarl.

      The female hunter raised her hands, each finger releasing streams of brilliant light that lit up her face like the sun shining on a buttercup.

      My breath quickened. I didn’t need a history lesson to know Captain Tanar had inflicted this terrible wound. But would she kill the vampire or make him suffer?

      “Retreat!” snarled Captain Tanar.

      Vampires rushed toward the doors that led to the kitchens. I twisted around under my table to watch them leave, just as light formed barriers around them. They were the same kind of light Justine had shot from her fingertips.

      Someone by the barrier screamed, the scent of burning flesh filling the air. But it was nothing compared to the blood-curdling screech of Captain Tanar as his knees hit the ground.

      A circle of light spun around his head. The older vampire pulled at it with his gloved hands, but it burned through his leather and into his flesh.

      “Stop this,” cried the captain. “I surrender!”

      “Not until I dish out the pain you inflicted on dozens of my kin!” snarled Justine.

      Captain Tanar’s screams curdled and twisted my insides, making me feel pity for the vampire, despite his reputation and despite the pain and humiliation, he had inflicted on Miss Margolyes.

      No one deserved such prolonged torture, but Justine laughed like a madwoman every time the captain implored her to stop the torment.

      I rolled out from under the table to get a better look at the magic. It was the color of a candle-flame with a stream running through the middle as incandescent as the sun.

      Was this what the onion woman had been teaching me when she told me to set the paper alight with my mind?

      A pang of guilt struck at my heart. This was much like the time I had set Dante’s hair alight. Except Dante had escaped my clutches, and Justine knew how to twist and bend and control her magic to keep the captain alive and suffering.

      “You bastard!” screeched a voice from the direction of the head table.

      Miss Margolyes sprinted from around the back of the dining room, barefoot and still clad in her skimpy bikini top and loincloth. She tripped over my trembling form, landed on her hands and knees, then cast me a dirty look.

      I scowled back. Did Miss Margolyes think I’d made her fall on purpose?

      Once she righted herself, she sprinted over to the captain’s screaming, writhing form and kicked him in the chest with her barefoot.

      “You miserable excuse for a vampire,” she screeched. “Things will be different for me now that the hunters are in charge.”

      Radu turned to Justine, who shrugged. With a flick of her finger, she shoved Miss Margolyes aside.

      A shocked breath escaped my lungs. How on earth had she done that? It was time for me to get out of these restraints. Squeezing my eyes shut, I pushed all my magic into my fingers and set fire to the ropes around my hand. The scent of burning stung my nostrils, but it was nothing compared to the stench of cooked vampire flesh.

      The ropes around my hands and hips came loose. I sat up and pulled the others free.

      “You.” Radu strolled through the tables, his violet eyes fixed on my cringing form. “Why is a knocker lucid enough to escape her bonds?”

      My heart flip-flopped like a dying fish. Of all the people to have noticed me, why did it have to be the most powerful hunter? I still didn’t entirely know how I’d gotten free. It had something to do with the onion woman keeping Gates and me in a room while she forced garlic and goodness-knows-what down my throat.

      I flapped my mouth open and closed, trying to think up something plausible. The onion woman would never forgive me if I told Radu of her existence. Her time with Dracula had given her a fear and disgust of hunters that I was beginning to understand.

      Zarah ran to Radu’s side. “This is Alicia Stephens, the girl who helped me escape.”

      I held my breath, hoping this revelation wouldn’t earn me even more unwanted attention.

      “Indeed?” Radu reached down, wrapped a meaty arm around my shoulder, and pulled me to my feet. “The vampires turned you into a knocker as punishment?”

      My gaze flickered to Zarah, who nodded, her way of telling me it was safe to talk.

      “I’m in trouble for a lot of things,” I whispered.

      Zarah chuckled. “Alicia’s the most rebellious frumosi in the academy. They set werewolves on her and turned her into a blood whore, but she still managed to help me escape and find you.”

      I stared at the floor, my insides cringing with a mix of annoyance and dread. Didn’t Zarah realize that her skewed version of events would turn me into the enemy of every vampire in the room?

      She’d completely glossed over having blackmailed me and then left behind information that implicated me in the murder of Micalla. And now she was phrasing events to make it look like I’d sent her out in the world to find the hunters.

      Although Captain Tanar continued thrashing within his ball of fire and filled the air with screams, I didn’t have a single doubt that every vampire’s attention was on Radu and the bullshit Zarah was currently spouting.

      “How did you break your knocker enchantment?” asked Radu. “Do not lie, or I will know.”

      Fixing my gaze on the burgundy armor covering his broad chest, I whispered, “They put me in a room and filled it with gas that made me unconscious. The next thing I knew, I was outside and close to the wards.”

      Before Radu could order me to elaborate, Captain Tanar slumped on the ground, silent.

      A knot formed in my stomach. Both in fear for myself and for fear that the only person with experience in fighting hunters was probably dead.

      “Justine, you may release Tanar,” said Radu.

      She thickened the stream of light emerging from her fingertips. “But he—”

      “Release him,” he said with more bite in his voice.

      The female hunter flicked her fingers, and the ball of light around the captain’s head burst into bright sparks that spread toward the walls. A few of the sparks hit the vampires, who let out pained gasps.

      Once my eyes readjusted from the flare, I dropped my gaze to the captain, whose face was a blackened mess.

      Tutting at the state of Captain Tanar, Radu turned away from me.

      All the tension around my lungs loosened, allowing me to exhale.

      “Vampire elites.” Radu stalked back to the middle of the room, his massive arms spread wide. “I am Lord Radu, the being who Dracula fears, the great legend who keeps the likes of Stryx and Lilin hiding in their vampire kingdoms.”

      Zarah nudged me on the side and beamed.

      I forced my features from twisting into a grimace. What did she want from me? A round of applause?

      Her smile faded, and I turned back to Radu, wondering if I was ungrateful. The arrival of the hunters now meant that I wouldn’t become the mate of Captain Tanar or Dracula, but the dread rolling through my gut told me that it meant something worse.

      “Resist me,” Radu said in that soft, slippery voice. “And you will face two outcomes.”

      The second female hunter removed her helmet, revealing golden hair the exact shade of Radu’s. “The first outcome is a torturous existence, much like Captain Tanar. His just reward for hurting many of our brethren over the centuries.”

      I glanced over at the captain, who appeared dead. Since he hadn’t turned into a pile of ash, I guessed that the first female hunter had caused him maximum pain in retribution for slicing off part of her head.

      “The second outcome is the fate shared by the warriors in red.” She smirked. “Would anyone like a demonstration?”

      Nobody replied.

      “You, in the red armor.” The blonde hunter pointed at one of the guards who had attacked Nero with an infrared weapon. “Step forward.”

      Lady Mantis’ guard shuffled back.

      Radu chuckled. “Renée, stop playing with your food.”

      Renée threw her arm back like a fisherman casting his rod flung a rope of light at the guard. In the blink of an eye, he crossed the room and plunged a dagger in her chest.

      My heart jumped into my throat, and I clapped both hands over my mouth. Next to me, Zarah gasped.

      Instead of blood, light emerged from Renée’s wound.

      The guard in red jumped back toward the head table.

      Renée sneered, and with a loud, whip-like crack, the rope of white light wrapped around the vampire’s neck. He screamed and tried to pull at the restraint, but his fingers kept slipping through.

      My heart quickened. These hunters were Frumosi, just like us. Except they had mastered their magic to a level I couldn’t even conceive.

      A heartbeat later, the guard burst into a cloud of ashes.

      Renée turned to the vampires cowering behind the head table and to the vampire students pressed against the walls. “That’s the second outcome of resisting up.”

      “Aren’t they great, Alicia?” Zarah whispered.

      My throat dried, and I gulped several times. When Commander Shanks and his colleague had snatched me from the Velvet Lounge, they’d murdered several girls in the bathroom and then filled the club with poisonous gas. They were murderers, and so were these hunters who had killed to prove their dominance.

      Radu gave me a dazzling smile. “Alicia Stephens? Are we not great?”

      Fear lanced through my stomach, its impact making me jerk forward. My chest clenched in sympathy, restricting my lungs. To avoid the hunter’s wrath, I gave him a frantic nod.

      He turned back to the vampires. “From this day forth, you will wear my collar. All those who refuse will be incinerated.”

      Radu stretched out his arms, and the hunters at the doors advanced in different directions, handing out thin, metal torcs that reminded me of the silver choker Mom used to wear whenever my stepfather, Steve, took her out to dinner. I paused, waiting for the rush of grief, but nothing happened.

      My shoulders slumped. What a pity Mom had shut me out of the family after remarrying. Things had gotten so bad when Daniel had been born that I had spent most of my time sitting miserably in my sparsely furnished room.

      It took several moments for every vampire in the room to put on a torc, and Justine shoved one on an unconscious Captain Tanar’s neck.

      Radu beckoned back Renée and Justine to the middle of the room. At the return of his two companions, they all clasped their hands.

      “Shall we see which unworthy vampires have chosen to die?” he asked.

      “What’s happening?” I whispered to Zarah.

      “It’s going to be magnificent,” she replied in the tone of voice of a girl who didn’t have a clue.

      The trio of hunters raised their arms, sending streams of incandescent light upward. It stretched across the ceiling, spreading the kind of sunlight I’d only ever experienced in early summer.

      Squinting, I tried to shield my eyes from the glare. This was dire. If vampires suffered severe sunburn during the day, how would they fare under this kind of attack? More importantly, what had happened to Dante, Nero, and Raphael?

      As soon as I got the chance, I would have to find them. Dante and Nero still hadn’t completed the mating bonds, which meant they were still soulless and still susceptible to the sun.

      A few vampires around the rooms burst into ashes. Others shoved on their torcs, which looked like it offered protection from the murderous light.

      Moments later, the light faded, and dust swirled around the dining room, reducing the number of vampires by a third. I looked out for the ones I knew—Nathan and Juno. They huddled at the wall looking deathly pale, but with the torcs around their necks.

      The knockers stood unmoving around the dining room, some of them holding jugs of sangria now covered in a layer of ash.

      “I told you they were great,” said Zarah.

      A lump formed in my throat. There were no words to describe this carnage. No way for me to process the mass murder of vampires who had done nothing except try to maintain their freedom.

      “Very good.” Radu gave the surviving vampires a round of applause. “You obedient few will nourish us for an eternity.”

      “What about all the frumosi?” Justine gestured at the frightened students cowering under the tables of the frumosi side of the room.

      “Each will undergo an assessment. Only those dedicated enough to learn our ways will join our ranks. The rest will be discarded.”

      “What does that mean?” I whispered to Zarah.

      She raised her chin. “Lord Radu is here to set us free. Anyone who doesn’t want to join us can return home.”

      My mouth opened and clicked shut. Either the hunters had done something to Zarah’s mind, or she had utterly deluded herself. Nothing in Radu’s words had indicated that he would set anyone free.

      If I didn’t find where the vampires had imprisoned the Stryx brothers, they would become the food of the hunters. Or die.
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      Radu clapped his huge hands together and bellowed, “Who is responsible for these knockers?”

      Nobody answered.

      “I asked a question,” he snapped.

      I turned my gaze in the direction of the head table, convinced that Captain Tanar had transferred control of the knockers to himself, but what did I know?

      The man had told us the previous term that he controlled all the knockers in the academy and that they’d ‘told’ him all kinds of incriminating things about me, but that might have been a bluff.

      Professor Proust cringed at the end of the table, wringing his hands close to his chest. “Since I was ousted from the position of headmaster, the knockers’ loyalty was shifted to Captain Tanar.”

      Radu turned to Justine and gave the bald hunter an irritated look. “He is in no condition to awaken knockers.”

      She placed her hands on her hips and raised her brow. “How was I supposed to know Tanar led the academy?”

      Radu turned in our direction. I stiffened, and Zarah shrank into my side with a squeak. His lips tightened, and his gaze landed on Miss Margolyes. The teacher stood over the captain with her hands on her hips with a gloating smile.

      “You, in the bikini,” he said.

      Her smug expression dropped. “Y-yes?”

      “Heal him.”

      “Me?” Miss Margolyes placed a hand on her chest.

      “You wouldn’t have attacked him if you weren’t his blood whore,” Radu growled. “Do your duty!”

      She parted her lips, presumably to correct him, to tell him that she wasn’t his concubine but the consort of Professor Proust, but she closed her mouth, seeming to think better it.

      She waved her hand over the captain’s unmoving form. “Right here?”

      “For fuck’s sake,” said Justine. “Flick your clit and rub your pussy in his face. Even a twit like you should be able to manage that.”

      Miss Margolyes’ lips thinned. The older woman always disliked harsh language, but she didn’t correct Justine. As she padded toward the prone captain, I shuddered and turned my head away.

      This reminded me too much of the time I had to heal Raphael in front of a bunch of leering vampires but without Nero and Dante forcing me to produce frumosi nectar.

      “Everybody, take your seats and eat!” Radu headed toward the head table with Renée on his heels.

      While the other hunters took their seats around the dining room, the vampires and frumosi students remained in place. Even Zarah and I stood close together, not quite knowing what to do.

      I gazed at the exit, heart aching for Dante, Nero, and Raphael, but I didn’t dare excuse myself for fear of attracting even more of Radu’s attention.

      Radu took his place at the center of the head table, and Renée lowered herself into Miss Margolyes’ usual seat. The huge man slammed his hand on the table, knocking down the crystal and golden goblets. “Sit!”

      We all rushed to the nearest tables. A thin coating of ash covered everything, and I tightened my lips. Anyone who could incinerate a bunch of vampires for not putting on a torc of unknown power was either evil, crazy, or both.

      I took my seat, keeping my mind on the bigger picture. Finding the boys and getting us the hell out of this academy. This wasn’t the first time I’d been covered in vampire dust, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

      “Sanguinary servants,” said Professor Proust in a shaky voice, “Please serve breakfast.”

      “For the frumosi,” Radu snarled.

      The professor adjusted his command, making me wonder if Radu planned on starving the vampires.

      All the knockers who had dropped their trays during the short battle walked to the kitchen through the barrier of sunlight.

      None of them flinched as they passed, which was either due to the fact that they weren’t vampires or their minds existed too deep in their enchantments to feel pain.

      “What do you think?” Zarah’s voice broke me out of my speculations.

      Pride shone in her green eyes, which appeared brighter than usual. Even her lank, blonde hair shone with a semblance of health, and a flush stained her thin cheeks.

      “What happened to you when you left?” I picked up my tarnished knife and fork and rubbed off the ash on the underside of the tablecloth.

      Zarah’s features twisted into a scowl. “Why didn’t you come with me?”

      “That wasn’t our deal,” I replied.

      “I ran to the end of the field.” She turned around in her seat and beckoned at someone. “It was freezing, but a kind man in a jeep stopped and gave me a ride to the nearest town.”

      My eyes widened, and I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table. “What was it called? Do you know where in Britain we are?”

      “I didn’t ask, but I met—”

      “What’s going on?” Kat slid into the seat next to Zarah, and Annette sat next to me.

      Both girls fixed wide-eyed, curious gazes on us both, their lips trembling with excitement.

      Kat placed her hand on Zarah’s burgundy leather-covered arm. “Have you two been planning this all along?”

      Zarah straightened, a smile forming on her lips. “Sorry we couldn’t involve you, but the fewer people who knew of our plans, the better. The first term and a half was a hard slog, but I stuck to my plan and saved us all.”

      Annette clapped a hand over her mouth, making her long, black braids jiggle.

      “Things will be different now, you’ll see.” Zarah leaned forward and gave the two frumosi girls reassuring smiles.

      I dipped my head and remained silent. She was twisting events to make herself looked like some kind of undercover spy.

      There was no point in contradicting her. My first term at the Sanguine Academy of Vampires had taught me that keeping one’s head down and blending in was the best way to survive. This term wasn’t just about my survival. The balance of power had shifted away from the vampires, and I now needed to protect the Stryx brothers.

      “Wow.” Annette twisted one of her braids around her fingers. “You are so brave.”

      Kat bit down on her lip, admiration shining in her hazel eyes. “Were you in communication with the hunters from the start? Is that why you acted so pathetic when you arrived?”

      Zarah nodded. “I had to get the lay of the land from the powerful vampires.”

      I glanced up at the head table, where every surviving member of the faculty glowered at Zarah with narrowed eyes. Lady Mantis, who sat next to Renée, bared her teeth. I snatched my gaze away and was about to warn her about telling such outlandish lies when Radu stood and clanged a fork on his glass.

      “My darling descendants,” he said in a voice as soft as a caress from cold, dead fingers. “I have longed to seek you out and bring you into the fold.”

      The doors leading from the kitchens opened, and the knockers appeared with plates of poached eggs on English muffins served with blood sausage. I looked out for signs of the onion woman, but she wasn’t among them. A tall, thin knocker headed in the direction of the head table.

      Radu shooed him away. “None for us.”

      A knocker set plates of food in front of Annette and me. When another was about to serve Zarah her breakfast, she waved her hand, “Not for me, thanks.”

      “Did you have breakfast already?” I asked.

      The corner of her lips curled into a little smile. “I’m a hunter now.”

      Kat’s eyes widened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Eat, eat, my darlings,” said Radu. He beckoned over a knocker holding a massive jug of sangria and took it with both hands.

      As the knockers served us glasses of grapefruit juice, I cut into my blood sausage and peeked at Radu. Would he drink the sangria, or would he drink directly from a vampire’s neck?

      He held the jug aloft like he was a priest giving holy communion. “Any vampire who wishes to drink will pledge his or her servitude to me.”

      Professor Proust was the first to stand. The thin vampire straightened his academic robes and folded his arms across his chest. “There are protocols for situations such as this, and any servitude you obtain from our kind will be invalid as it is under duress.”

      Radu smirked. “That’s good enough for me. Prostrate yourselves, or you won’t eat.”

      With a sigh, the professor walked down the podium steps. My brows drew together. Had his experience the last term as the least important member of staff humbled him to this extent?

      In an exasperated voice, the former headmaster said, “Lord Radu, I offer you my servitude and encourage any other vampire who wishes to eat to do the same.”

      Radu smiled and poured out a generous serving of sangria. He leaned across the head table and handed it to Professor Proust, who accepted it with trembling hands. The vampire drank it in several gulps and placed it back on the table.

      Moments later, a few older students lined up after him and made their muttered pledges in exchange for nourishment.

      I frowned into my breakfast. The vampires hadn’t made us beg for food, even when Gates and I had openly rebelled against them. But then, every meal we had eaten since being forced to join the academy had either been blood builders or blood enhancers.

      While Kat, Annette, and I ate our breakfast, Zarah preened, as though her transcendence from eating human food made her somehow better than the average frumosi.

      I closed my eyes and turned my third eye in her direction, but all I saw were brighter-than-average chakras about the size of her small fists. In contrast, most hunters in the room shone like beacons, the light of their chakras taking up more space than their physical bodies.

      “What’s wrong with you, my dear?” Radu leaned across the table, eyeing Lady Mantis like she was a rare steak.

      “I will not submit to a frumosi.” She stuck her nose in the air.

      Radu gave her a wink. “We will discuss the matter in my chambers.”

      Her haughty features dropped, and she pulled herself to her feet. “Very well, I will—”

      “Too late.” Renée yanked her down. “You’re His Lordship’s flavor of the month.”

      “I doubt my interest in her will last that long,” muttered Radu.

      The eggs and blood sausage stuck to the back of my throat. It was looking like Radu was no better than Captain Tanar.

      After serving out sangria to the vampires who had volunteered their servitude, Radu sat. The entire dining room went silent. “It is my understanding that the vampires brought you frumosi here under the pretext of protecting you from hunters.”

      A few people nodded. I glanced at Kat, whose mother and siblings were now in a Noble House after her family had supposedly been attacked by hunters one evening and then rescued by vampires. Her face paled to the color of diluted milk.

      “That was a lie,” said Radu. “Why would I, the progenitor of all frumosi, wish to murder my own descendants?”

      A second-year frumosi boy sitting on the other side of the room raised his hand. “Why did the vampires lie to us?”

      “Because vampires do not wish to swell our ranks.” Radu stood, his shoulders shaking with rage. He raised his huge fists, looking like he wanted to fight an invisible opponent. “They have hidden you away to train you to become whores and guard dogs!”

      “So, it was true,” said Kat.

      Annette wrapped an arm around her friend and pulled her to her side. “Sorry, but at least they’re alive. I can’t say the same for most of us.”

      Kat hung her head, tears falling onto her empty plate. “Only because they’re of use to the vampires.”

      Angry mutterings broke out among the frumosi, while the vampires sat at their tables and dipped their heads. I sipped my grapefruit juice and frowned. This wasn’t new information. Professor Proust had designed a curriculum to teach us to become vampire consorts, and Captain Tanar had upgraded us to familiars.

      Part of me wondered if the appearance of someone supposedly on our side had made the frumosi feel free to express their displeasure.

      “Silence,” said Radu.

      When the grumbles faded to mere whispers, he continued. “Life will be different for you this term. Firstly, you will start classes during the day.”

      Everybody gasped.

      He raised his hands. “You have a week to adjust your body clocks. During this time, we will change your diets, so you smell less attractive to vampires.”

      Radu continued, saying that from this day forward, vampires would no longer survive on watered-down pig’s blood and appetite-suppressing herbs.

      I wondered how he knew so much about the diets at the Sanguine Academy then remembered that hunters had kidnapped the children of a vampire called Prunella Corsairs and forced her to steal the census information from the vampire parliament.

      If they could stoop that low, they could find out anything they needed about the vampires.

      I forced myself to listen to Radu’s description of the new regime, mainly because my heart ached for the Stryx brothers, and because I needed to learn everything I could to keep them safe.

      There was no way in hell I would let them wear those awful collars or to demean themselves before Radu, but I needed to avoid a situation where the hunters burned them to ash for their defiance.

      Radu turned to where Miss Margolyes squatted on Captain Tanar’s face. “Have you healed him?”

      “N-not yet,” she said.

      Justine strode over from where she stood by the doors. “Have you even tried?”

      Miss Margolyes bowed her head. “He’s a beast who deserves to die.”

      The female hunter threaded her hands through Miss Margolyes’ hair and raised the teacher to her feet. “Are you so selfish to put your grudges before the needs of all those knockers?”

      Miss Margolyes’ jaw dropped. “I beg your pard—”

      “Who else can wake them?” Justine gave the smaller woman a rough shake, making her arms fly out and flap for balance. “Or have you become so accustomed to being a vampire’s pampered whore that you’ve forgotten they’re innocent frumosi enchanted to obey your every whim?”

      All the frumosi around the tables gasped. I scowled down at my knocker dress. Didn’t they see me serving Lady Mantis? Juno had gloated about it. Or had they let that gloss over their consciousness as a form of survival?

      “Get to work!” Justine pushed her down on the burned and unconscious vampire. “If Captain Tanar isn’t coherent in the next ten minutes, I’ll mess up your pretty face.”

      I turned back to my food and gulped. So far, things weren’t looking good for us frumosi at all.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Radu excused the frumosi students, announcing that classes would start tomorrow at four. He ordered his underlings to secure all vampires—except for Lady Mantis and Captain Tanar—in their cells. Zarah told us she had to stay with the other hunters, so we left her behind.

      As we walked out of the dining room, Miss Margolyes stood, but Justine shoved her back down and ordered her to finish healing Captain Tanar.

      As soon as the double doors clicked shut, Kat turned to me, her eyes filled with accusation. “Why didn’t you confide in us when you first arrived? Didn’t you trust us with your plan?”

      “You believed that bullshit?” I glanced down the hallway. One of these doors had to lead to where the vampires had imprisoned Dante, Nero, and Raphael.

      Kat grabbed my arm. “But you infiltrated the Stryx brothers—”

      “No.” I pulled myself out of her grip and continued walking down the hallway. “I made a bunch of mistakes that led to them demanding that I become their concubine.”

      “Like what?”

      Irritation fizzled across my skin, and I clenched my teeth. Last term, Kat didn’t have a single polite word to say to me. And when I’d needed a friend in the first term, she and Annette had left our dorm to save their own hides. There was no time for hangers-on when I had such a critical mission.

      “It’s been a harrowing few days for me.” The words slipped from my mouth. “I’ve been imprisoned by werewolves, turned into a knocker, and beaten up by a human farmer. Throughout this, I’ve had Lady Mantis threaten my life. I need a bit of time on my own.”

      “So, you’re not going to tell us what’s going on?”

      “The point is that I don’t know,” I snapped.

      “There’s no need to be such a cow,” said Annette. “Kat’s just worried.”

      “Sorry.” I blew out a long breath. “But I have bigger things to worry about than updating a pair of girls who always think the worst of me.”

      Her cheeks turned red, clashing with her bright, auburn curls. “You’re such a—”

      “Good night, Kat.” I pushed open the door to a stairwell that led to the basement. “I’m going to take Radu’s advice and adjust my body clock for his daytime lessons. I suggest you do the same.”

      As the door to the stairwell swung shut, Kat grumbled something about me being a selfish bitch, but my days of fretting over girls who would turn around and stab me in the back were over. The Stryx brothers needed me, and I couldn’t waste any time.

      The stairwell was dark, and I held onto the cool, stone walls, trying to maintain my balance. Then I remembered that this was the one that led to the dungeon where Professor Proust had given Zarah and me the option to either join the academy or become knockers.

      “Lights, please?” I said.

      A knocker at the bottom of the stairwell turned on a flaming torch. I hurried toward him, my heart fluttering. “Excuse me,” I asked. “Is this where they’ve imprisoned some vampire students?”

      When the knocker didn’t answer, my shoulders slumped. “Alright, could you open the door, please?”

      With a curt bow, the knocker pulled the door open. The light from his torch filled an empty dungeon with chains strewn on the ground. I closed my eyes and opened my third eye to see if someone had ordered the knockers to disguise the boys’ presence with magic.

      Nothing.

      As I turned back to the knocker to thank him, blazing, white light from a soul-star chakra appeared in my peripheral vision. My heart jumped into my throat, and I snapped my eyes open.

      “Who’s there?”

      The person kept to the shadows and didn’t answer. I clenched my fists. If this was a hunter checking me for signs of disloyalty, I was screwed.

      “Could you raise your torch?” I asked the knocker.

      He didn’t reply.

      I swallowed hard. This one had obviously been programmed to open doors, turn on lights, and very little else.

      “Look,” I said with a bit of menace in my voice. “I don’t know who’s out there, but I’m armed and not in the mood for an ambush.”

      In the blink of an eye, someone whizzed past, clamped a hand around my mouth, and held me to a large, familiar body. The masculine, woody scents of sandalwood, cypress, and cedar engulfed my senses, giving me a sense of family and belonging.

      “Quiet, Alicia,” he whispered.

      Joy surged through my heart, and tears filled my eyes. It was Raphael. I gave him a sharp nod, and he released my mouth. I spun around, wrapped my arms around his neck, and pressed my lips on his. Raphael tasted of red wine, and the metallic taste of blood I’d become accustomed to was gone.

      He crushed me to his chest and kissed me as though this was our last day on earth. There was a roughness to his usually soft lips, as though he’d been dehydrated. My chest ached. What on earth had he suffered while his brothers were in prison and I’d been turned into a knocker?

      I kissed back, melting into the warmth and the strength of his body. With Raphael free, there was hope for Dante and Nero.

      When we broke apart, I brushed the copper hair off his face. His forest-green eyes appeared black in the light of the knocker’s torch.

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      “In another dungeon and badly injured.” His voice broke. “Captain Tanar and Lady Mantis want them dead.”

      “I don’t think we need to worry about those vampires anymore,” I whispered.

      “Because of the hunters?” he asked.

      “How did you know?”

      “I saw the whole battle from the knocker hallways. They go everywhere in the castle and beyond. I’ve hidden here since Lady Mantis sent search parties out after me. By the time a knocker catches up with me and runs to tell them my location, I use my vampire speed to rush away.”

      My heart sank. “You’re still a vampire.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.” He scooped me up in his arms and rushed through the hallway.

      Clinging to his neck, I tightened my jaw and stomach muscles at the speed of his movements. It was faster than the time I’d been abducted from the Velvet Lounge, and faster than the times Nero had slung me over his shoulder and raced through the hallways.

      The journey was longer than I had thought, and I wasn’t sure if that was because Raphael wanted to make a false trail or because the vampires had hidden Dante and Nero somewhere far away.

      After several moments, he descended a dark slope and stopped.

      “Where is this place?” I whispered.

      “Outside the castle. We found a network of tunnels a few years ago while exploring.”

      “Right.” This was probably the fox tunnels where Gates and I had chased Ponytail.

      A moment later, Raphael set me on my feet and struck a lighter. He placed the flame on the wick of a large candle that lit up a burrow smaller than Daniel’s little bedroom at home. The walls were still moist and crumbly, making me wonder if Raphael had dug it himself.

      I activated my third eye, looking for signs of the kind of magic I’d seen while exploring the tunnel on Gates’ back, but there were none. But Raphael’s soul star chakra shone as bright as the north star. “Can you walk around during daylight?”

      “It’s so strange,” he replied. “The sun doesn’t affect me like it used to, and Sangria makes me feel nauseous.”

      I opened my eyes to find him bending over a pile of old weapons. The faint light of a glass lantern reflected on a curved dagger, which I slipped into the pocket of my knocker apron. “What do you eat?”

      “The strange knocker who helped you made me a mixture of mashed up human food diluted with red wine,” said Raphael. “She says my digestive system is like a baby’s.”

      My eyes bulged. He’d made contact with the onion woman?

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      Raphael shrugged. “I don’t know. She always manages to find me.”

      The onion woman could move about while invisible. A skill I hadn’t yet mastered. “Why haven’t you helped Dante and Nero yet?”

      Raphael’s entire body sagged. “I can’t get past the wards of their prison during the day, and at night, there are too many vampires guarding them.”

      “Is this because of what happened to Micalla?”

      “No-one cares about that anymore,” Raphael replied. “Captain Tanar somehow convinced Lady Mantis to join forces against Dracula. They’re planning to assassinate him when he comes to visit.”

      “What?” I said.

      He shook his head. “Were. I suppose now that the hunters have taken over the academy, overthrowing the vampire parliament is the least of anyone’s worries.”

      I leaned against Raphael’s hard body and blew out a breath, trying to make sense of everything. “We need to get the boys out of that prison before the hunters discover their location and use them as food.”

      “I know.” Raphael wrapped his arms around my shoulders and pressed his lips against my forehead.

      After recent events, all I wanted was to relax in his arms, but time was running out.

      Squeezing Raphael around the middle, I drew back. “Let’s go and rescue Dante and Nero.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Why not?” I tilted my head up and stared into his eyes.

      “Four vampires guard them throughout the night. Lady Mantis and Captain Tanar need hostages so that Lord Stryx won’t oppose their leadership of the Vampire Parliament.”

      My brows drew together. None of these vampire machinations meant anything to me, but if the guards wanted to trap Raphael, it meant that they probably weren’t in the dining room when the hunters arrived. “Then we’ll go during the day.”

      “That’s the plan.” Raphael threaded his fingers through my hair. “You can use your frumosi magic to open a hole in the wards. Am I a bad person for being glad you didn’t manage to escape?”

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “Of course not. Let’s get some sleep and wake up close to noon.”

      Raphael pulled me into the corner of his burrow, settled us on the dog bed I had slept on last term, and wrapped the cashmere blanket around our bodies. He spooned around my back and held on to me like I might be spirited away while he slept.

      I snuggled into his warmth and closed my eyes. “Sweet dreams.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, I dreamed of Dante and Nero being attacked by infrared weapons at the poolside of their bathroom. Instead of Lady Mantis’ guards in their red uniforms, hunters in burgundy armor struck them down.

      When they lay helpless on the ground, the hunters raised their hands and filled the ceiling with bright light. Giant, incandescent drops of sunlight rained down on the boys, turning their writhing bodies to ash.

      My eyes snapped open, and I met Raphael’s gaze.

      “Can’t sleep?” I asked.

      “I’m too worried about the others.” He kissed me on the nose. “Close your eyes and try to get some rest. If anyone comes close, I’ll wake you.”

      I let my eyes flutter shut and rested in the warmth and comfort of Raphael’s arms. After a dream like that, I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to sleep knowing that Dante and Nero were at risk of being found by the hunters.

      Later, Raphael pressed his lips on my eyelids. “It’s noon.”

      “How can you tell?” I wrapped an arm around his neck and pulled him in for a soft kiss.

      He kissed back. “Before we mated, the strength of the sun would pull me into unconsciousness. I’m still sensitive to the sun’s movements, but it doesn’t have the same effect.”

      I stroked his chin, marveling at the new creature I had made. “What are you?”

      “Some kind of day-walker, I think,” he said. “But I no longer thirst for blood.”

      We both stood and dusted each other off. My muscles ached from having been tied up, but I pushed the pain to the back of my mind. It was nothing compared to what the other Stryx brothers were suffering.

      “Are we going now?”

      Raphael scooped me up in his arms, and we raced through the tunnels. As the moments passed, the dread lining my stomach thickened until it became a painful mass. What if we were too late, and the vampires had told the hunters where to find Dante and Nero? What if the vampires had interrogated the brothers about Raphael’s hiding place and accidentally killed them?

      “We’re close.” Raphael set me onto my feet. “Whatever you see, please don’t react. If the vampires are sleeping close by, you might wake them.”

      With a sharp nod, I whispered, “Alright.”

      He held my hand and led me through the dark. The air in these tunnels was dry, indicating that they weren’t as freshly dug as the burrow where we had slept.

      Raphael stiffened, and his steps slowed. I was about to ask what was wrong when my nostrils filled with the smell of burned flesh. A fist of terror clenched at my heart. I picked up my pace and rushed through the hallway, with my arms on the wall to guide my movements. As we rounded the corner, streams of sunlight burned my eyes.

      “What the hell is this?” I whispered.

      “Sun cells,” said Raphael. “They’re designed to prolong the torture of any vampire.”

      “How?”

      “They’re positioned so that a stream of sunlight moves throughout the day when it’s difficult for vampires to wake.” He swallowed hard. “So, they lie there burning until the pain becomes too unbearable to sleep. When they crawl to the dark end of the cell, the sun moves a few hours later and burns them there.”

      I clapped my hands over my mouth. “No.”

      “It’s one of the worst forms of torture,” he croaked.

      “Why?” I blinked several times to adjust my vision. Beyond the iron bars of the prison, two blackened figures lay in the shadows. I couldn’t tell which was Dante and which was Raphael, as the sun had burned off their hair as well as their skin.

      Raphael choked. “I wanted to turn myself in, but that strange knocker said it would only make things worse.”

      I shook my head. As much as the onion woman had helped me, I also knew she would never put herself at risk to save anyone’s neck. I closed my eyes and studied the cell’s barrier. An iridescent mesh of magic crisscrossed the iron bars, which I imagined made the prison impenetrable to any vampire’s brute strength.

      “When I say go, I want you to pull the bars open,” I said.

      “I’ve tried to do that—”

      “And I’m going to dismantle the magic that’s reinforcing the bars.”

      “Alright.”

      When I burned a hole through the mesh, long tendrils of magic grew back to repair the damage. Bile rose to the back of my throat. Captain Tanar knew I could open and close the wards around the academy grounds, and he probably got the knockers to make them more resilient to my attacks.

      I settled on the hard ground and crossed my legs. This might take a while. Last night, the hunters had shot magic out of their hands, shaped it, directed it, used it as an extension of themselves. What if I did the same?

      After a long, deep breath, I pulled the light from my soul-star chakra down to my crown, my third eye, my throat, and then to my heart. I tried to picture a network of energy that stretched down to my fingers, just like I’d seen in a picture of the acupuncture points in Chinese medicine and shot out tiny tendrils of magic from my fingertips.

      “How’s it going?” Raphael placed a hand on my shoulder.

      With a painful jolt, double the amount of magic coursed down my arm and shot out of my fingers. Palpitations rocked through my heart. Clenching my teeth against the onslaught, I wrapped the tendrils around the network and pulled.

      The magic splintered and fell on us in a rain of iridescent sparks. Triumph surged through my insides, but it was too early to celebrate. “Try again.”

      “Right.” Raphael stood, taking away his magic.

      He wrapped his hands around the bars and, with a mighty creak, pulled them open. The nearest figure lay beyond a four-foot-wide stream of sunlight. Raphael walked through it without flinching and knelt at his side.

      I scrambled to my feet, looking from left to right. If the knockers maintaining the mesh of magic came to investigate, we’d be screwed. Raphael wouldn’t be able to spirit us all away, and the other two boys were in no condition to run.

      A door creaked in the distance, and my heart rate trebled. “Hurry.”

      Raphael slung the burned figure over his shoulder. A small patch of unburned dark skin indicated that it was Nero. His pained groan pulled on my heartstrings, and I sent a mental plea to Raphael to take Dante and leave. He rushed to the next figure and pulled him onto his other shoulder.

      The door slammed. I reached into my apron, pulled out a dagger, and spun in the direction of the sound.

      Raphael hurried out of the cell, making sure to keep to the shadows. Heavy footsteps echoed toward us.

      “Run,” I whispered. “If it’s hunters, they’ll farm you for blood.”

      With a nod, Raphael disappeared into the tunnels, leaving me to face whoever was approaching.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart thudded so hard, its vibrations rattled my ribcage. I held out the dagger, my legs parted in what I hoped was an attack stance, ready to strike if whoever approached was hostile.

      By now, the vampires guarding the boys were probably aware that the academy had been taken over by hunters. If they had any sense, they would look for allies, not further captives.

      The heavy footsteps continued toward me, each echo quickening my pulse.

      “Who’s there?” I hissed.

      “Stephens?” said a familiar voice.

      The tightness in my muscles loosened, and I lowered the dagger. “Gates?”

      “Yeah, it’s me.” He stepped out of the shadows, clad in his denim jeans, jacket, and boots.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      He shrugged and held out a basket laden with green plants. “The alpha sort of banished me. Thought I’d make myself useful and give your vamps something to help with their sunburn.”

      I took a closer look at the contents of his basket, noting the serrated edges on the long, thick, leaves. “Is that aloe vera?”

      “The knockers always use it to water down the pig’s blood, and it reminded me of something my mum rubbed on her skin on holiday. Thought it might help.” He glanced into the cell. “Where are they?”

      “I broke through the magic, and Raphael took them away.”

      “Right.” With a frown, he tilted his head to the side. “And he left you behind?”

      “I can fight vampires, you know.”

      Gates shuttered his features and drew his shoulders up to his ears. Maybe he thought I was some kind of damsel in distress who was powerless against the vampires and needed constant rescuing. It didn’t matter. I was glad it was him walking through the hallways instead of the hunters.

      Talking about my supposed fighting prowess just made me look desperate. I slipped the dagger back into the pocket of my knocker dress. “Are the werewolves going to help the vampires?”

      “With what?”

      “The academy’s been taken over.” My brows drew together. “Didn’t you know?”

      He shook his head. “It was a full moon last night, and I spent it trying to keep out of the pack’s way.”

      “You’d better come with me, then.” I walked in the direction where Raphael had disappeared.

      Gates strolled alongside me, and I updated him on what happened since we parted ways by the wards. He snarled when I told him about the man in the tractor and snorted when I told him that hunters had killed a third of the vampires who had fought them in the dining room.

      “Thanks for pushing me through the ward,” I said.

      “One of us had to get free.” He stuffed a hand in his pocket. “I thought maybe you would have better luck than I did on the outside.”

      Raphael rushed back toward us, brandishing a sword. He lowered it as soon as he saw Gates. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “Full moon,” replied the werewolf.

      Raphael nodded as though he knew exactly what that entailed. We continued through the maze of tunnels, avoiding stalactites of magic, until we reached Raphael’s lair.

      The candle flickered as we entered, casting its soft light on the charred boys who lay unmoving on the cashmere blanket. A bitter mix of fury and nausea rose to the back of my throat.

      “How could they torture them so badly?” I snarled.

      Raphael took one of the aloe vera plants and squeezed it onto Nero’s mouth, but the vampire didn’t stir. “I suppose that with Captain Tanar and Lady Mantis going rogue, they no longer cared about diplomatic relations with the Kingdom of Stryx.”

      “Fucking bloodsuckers,” Gates snarled. “No offense.”

      “They’ve been starved,” said Raphael. “I’ll have to pry their mouths open and feed them by hand, so they don’t get hurt.”

      I pulled up my knocker dress over my head and slung it to the side. Cool air swirled around my naked body, and I gave Raphael a determined nod.

      Gates jumped back. “What the hell are you doing?”

      I wrapped my arms around my middle, my cheeks warming. “I need to donate as much nectar as I can.”

      Raphael’s brows drew together. “It’s going to take a few days to produce enough for two injured vampires. And we’ll probably need blood to build up their strength.”

      “Nectar?” Gates’ eyes lingered on my breasts.

      Raphael glanced up at the werewolf. “The vaginal fluids of a Frumosi have healing qualities.”

      “Do you need any help?” Gates’ voice turned breathy.

      My traitorous nipples tightened at the thought of being stimulated by both Raphael and Gates to produce nectar. Usually, I would tell myself not to have such inappropriate ideas in such a dire situation, but this was precisely what I needed. To become aroused and wet.

      “I don’t mind.” The words slipped out of my lips.

      Raphael sighed, looking too worried to get excited at the prospect of milking me for nectar. “Things might go a little faster if Gates helps.”

      The werewolf’s huge body moved behind mine, and his warm hands encircled my waist. Hot breaths puffed out on the back of my neck, sending pleasant shudders down my spine.

      “What do you need me to do?” he whispered, his voice making my nerve endings tingle with anticipation.

      “Kneel close to the blanket with your legs apart so that Alicia can rest her body against yours.” Raphael pointed at a spot behind Dante and Nero’s heads. “If you can play with her breasts, I’ll stimulate her clit and scoop out the nectar to give to my brothers.”

      “Is this what you want?” Gates whispered into my ear, rubbing tiny circles over my belly with his fingertips.

      Heat bloomed between my legs, and wetness gathered in my folds. Maybe the knocker enchantment was messing with my mind, or all the stress had turned me into a bundle of need, but I really needed the attention of two guys — both for myself and to save the boys.

      “We need to do this,” I whispered.

      Gates walked me over to where Raphael had indicated for him to kneel. I followed after him, my folds already sopping with arousal. As soon as he got into position, he pulled me down and settled me on my front. My bare ass rested directly on a thick, denim-covered erection.

      Raphael positioned my legs outside Gates’, stretching my legs wide and exposing my sex. I leaned against the werewolf’s back, and he sniffed my neck.

      “Have you done this before?” He cupped both breasts and massaged them in his large hands.

      “Once or twice,” I whispered.

      Raphael positioned himself between my legs. “Oh, good.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “I thought you’d be scared, but you’re already fully aroused.” With the slowest and most deliberate movements, he ran the tip of his tongue along the underside of my clit. “Stay still. I don’t want to mix any saliva into your nectar.”

      Swallowing hard, I closed my eyes and focussed on the sensations. With Gates rolling my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers, and Raphael teasing my clit with gentle licks, my core muscles clenched and unclenched, eager for more.

      “Do you like this?” Gates whispered. “Two blocked at the same time?”

      “Mmmm.” I gave him a tiny nod. It had been the three brothers at the same time since the start of last term. I was used to pleasuring multiple guys and, after our truce, being pleasured by them in return.

      Raphael circled my slick opening and scooped up my moisture.

      I opened my eyes. “Is that enough?”

      He prised open Nero’s jaw and stuck his finger in his brother’s mouth. “You’ll have to produce a lot more than that.”

      “Maybe you need more stimulation.” Gates pressed his lips on my neck, sending jolts of pleasure down my spine. I gasped, and he gave me a dry chuckle. “Feels good, does it?”

      “Yes.” I arched my neck to one side. “More.”

      Gates licked and sucked my flesh and tugged mercilessly at my nipples. I rested helplessly against his hard body, whimpering at the onslaught of sensations. It was a mix of pleasure and pain that confused my nerve endings and heightened my arousal.

      Raphael returned between my legs and circled my clit with his tongue. It swelled with the attention and became more and more sensitive to his gentle caresses. My core ached with need, making my thighs tremble. I clenched my fists and tried to control myself.

      Every instinct screamed at me to demand more, to beg for a thick erection to stretch me open and pound me ruthlessly to an explosive climax.

      Biting down hard on my bottom lip, I moaned out my pleasure. This was for Dante and Nero, not for me. The poor vampires lay in a pitiful state. They needed my juices to heal their burns and get them to a level of health where they could absorb the blood they needed to rebuild their strength.

      Raphael scooped up more of my fluid and fed it this time to Dante. Neither brother moved.

      An unpleasant ripple of apprehension skittered up my spine. “Why isn’t it working?” I asked. “Shouldn’t they be stirring now?”

      “Close your eyes,” said Raphael. “Don’t get distracted. Just think about the two men pleasuring you, and try to get as wet as you can.”

      “Alright.” I let my eyes flutter closed. Worrying about the boys would only stop me from producing nectar.

      Gates captured my lips in a hot kiss. Pushing aside my guilt, I moaned and let him slip his tongue in my mouth. This was for Dante and Nero, and I needed to do anything to get myself wetter. Gates’ tongue caressed mine in strong strokes that made me feel like he wanted to taste me everywhere—not just my mouth.

      His large, rough hands continued to massage my breasts, and I lost myself in his passionate kiss. Raphael stuck two fingers inside me, stretching me open and gathering all the wetness to feed his brothers.

      As we broke away for air, Gates said, “You have the prettiest tits, you know that, Stephens? They’re just the right size, firm as fuck, with nice, big nipples.”

      “Alicia,” I said. “Call me Alicia.”

      “And your pussy smells so good,” he growled. “I want to stick my cock in it and ram you hard.”

      A ripple of desire made me cry out, and I clamped hard around Raphael’s fingers, soaking them with my arousal.

      “Good work, Gates!” Raphael pulled his fingers out of my core, leaving me feeling empty.

      One of Gate’s hands slid down to my clit, and he rubbed it in an up and down movement that made my toes curl. I jerked and trembled against his chest, but his heavy arm kept me in place.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” he snarled. “I’ll bet if we asked, you’d let us both fuck you hard.”

      A moan slid from my lips. Right now, I could take on all three brothers. And Gates. Every nerve ending sang out with the need for the pleasure building within me to snap, to release the orgasm that had caused me to ache, but I was still under the influence of the oath I’d made with boys.

      Only Raphael could make me climax, and he would probably keep me like this until I’d produced enough nectar to revive his brothers.

      Raphael’s fingers slid back into me, and he scooped up more of my juices. After disappearing for a few moments, he returned for more. Over and over, Gates riled me with his kisses and caresses and his dirty talk, making my head spin and my core overheat. Sweat poured down my brow, and tiny shudders seized my body.

      If I didn’t climax this minute, I would implode with frustration. Or die.

      I rubbed my ass against the erection pressing into me and imagined myself on my hands and knees, being pounded by Gates, doggy-style, while Raphael slid in and out of my mouth. Gates continued rubbing my clit, building me up to even greater heights of arousal.

      His thick fingers gave my nipple an extra-hard tweak. “Keep wriggling around like that, and I’ll cum in my pants.”

      “Oh!” I cried.

      Right now, I yearned for that orgasm. This was the longest any of the boys had kept me suspended in sexual arousal, and my entire nervous system was on full alert. Every caress, every harsh tweak, every feel of large fingers sliding in and out of my core drove me to the point of insanity.

      “I’ll bet you want those vampires to feed at the source, don’t you?” said Gates. “Get them kneeling between your legs and lapping at your cream like a pair of hungry lions.”

      I rocked back and forth, my mouth gaping open with all the panting, and my eyes rolling to the back of my head. This was torture. The sweetest, most pleasurable torture I’d ever experienced, and it wouldn’t end.

      Raphael pumped his fingers in and out of my core, scooping up every ounce of fluid, only for me to produce more with the manipulation of Gates’ skillful fingers.

      “Are you a squirter?” Gates rasped. “The way you’re moaning tells me you could gush all over Raphael’s hands. I’ll bet with the right manipulation, I’d have you spraying everywhere.”

      “Do it,” said Raphael.

      A sob ripped from my throat, and shudders tore down my body. If it meant getting to release all this pent-up pleasure, I would squirt as much as the boys wanted.

      Gates hooked his hands under my thighs and hoisted me further up his body. “I’ll take care of her pussy, Raph, you suck her tits and keep gathering her nectar.”

      I swallowed hard, half of me dreading what he would do next, and the other half of me shaking with anticipation for a loud and messy release.

      Raphael engulfed my nipple into his hot mouth and swirled his tongue around my sensitive flesh. I hyperventilated, and spots appeared before my eyes. Gates stuck a thick thumb inside me and swiped it from left to right against the area behind my clit.

      Throwing my head back, I squeezed my eyes shut and relaxed into the sensations. This was easier and far gentler than the finger on my clit. I could drift away, lost in pleasure, but Gates hit a spot that caused sparks of sensation to explode across my insides and white stars to burst behind my eyes.

      “What’s that?” I cried out.

      “Your g-spot.” He rubbed slow circles around a patch nearly as responsive as my clit.

      Unlike that sensitive bundle of nerves, which often shot out harsh sparks of pleasure, the sensations he elicited from my g-spot were warm and gentle. Ecstasy whirled up around that spot, building in intensity until every muscle in my body convulsed with the need to orgasm.

      “She’s ready,” Gates growled.

      “It’s alright, Alicia,” said Raphael. “You can climax now.”

      Gates slid his thumb out of my core and cupped his hand beneath my sex. For a heartbeat, nothing happened, then my core muscles slowly clenched, reminding me of the buildup to a tsunami. Everything went still as my core tightened, the thumping of my heart the only movement in my body.

      Then something snapped, my muscles loosened, unleashing a wave of ecstasy that tore through my insides. A stream of fluid shot out from me, causing me to widen my eyes and gasp.

      “Wow,” cried Raphael. “It’s coming out.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to process the torrent of pleasure rushing through my system.

      Gates’ fingers closed around my sex. “I knew you’d be a gusher.”

      Raphael rushed over to Dante and drizzled the liquid between his parted lips. The older vampire stirred, and the blackening of his flesh faded to a livid red. I glanced down at Nero, who twitched and shuddered with pain.

      As I gasped out my last climax, Raphael stuck his fingers inside me and scooped out more of my fluids, and fed it to Nero, who coughed.

      “Fucking hell!” Gates held my sweaty body. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a girl squirt so much.”

      Sending Gates a silent apology for not being able to return the favor, I slumped against his chest and passed out. At this rate, it would take an eternity before I managed to heal the boys. This time, when I dozed, I dreamed about the five of us sitting around the cashmere blanket and having a picnic in the sun.

      Later, a gentle hand shook my shoulder. “Wake up,” said Raphael. “It’s nearly three o’clock.”

      “Huh?” I straightened out in the dog bed and yawned.

      “Don’t you have classes at three-thirty?”

      My eyes snapped open. “Oh, no!”

      Raphael stroked my arm. “I’ll carry you to the dungeons, and direct you to our suite. Learn what you can about these hunters. It might make a difference to our survival.”
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      Returning to the boys’ suite was painful. Even if it was to get showered and changed for lessons. Without the crackling fire, the marble reception room was cold, and without the boys, it was desolate. I walked to Raphael’s room, pulled out a fresh uniform, and headed for the bathroom.

      No steam rose from the huge pool, which I supposed the knockers no longer kept warm because of the boys’ imprisonment. I walked to the end of the chamber, staring at my reflection in the water and wondering how everything had gone so horribly wrong.

      At the end of the pool were the teak benches which lay beneath the sunflower showerheads. I closed my eyes, shutting off the memories of the fun times we’d had with the boys surrounding me, their erections pointing at my face, and the last time when we had tried to form a mating bond.

      I yanked off my knocker dress and threw the rotten garment toward the wall. It was a symbol of everything that was wrong with this secret society. The lack of consent, the way one group would prey on the other and not leave each other alone to live in peace.

      After toeing off my shoes and socks, I stood by the sunflower showerheads and stuck my hand underneath the spray, waiting for the pipes to deliver warm water. After several moments, it reached the correct temperature, and I stepped into the stream and scrubbed at my skin.

      “There she is,” said an annoying voice.

      I spun around to find Radu standing at the other side of the pool, flanked by Justine, René, and Zarah. A bolt of panic struck my heart. I scrambled to the bench and grabbed a towel.

      Radu stepped over the threshold and grinned. “Apologies, my dear girl. Apologies!”

      Justine shook her head and smiled, but the expression looked monstrous on a woman with a third of her head missing. “We’ve come to ask a few questions.”

      I wrapped my towel around my body and lowered myself onto the bench. “Yes?”

      Zarah rushed ahead, a manic grin stretching her bland features, while Radu and Justine stalked around the left side of the pool. Renée took the right.

      Radu was the first to speak. “Young Zarah tells me that the Stryx brothers made you their concubine but did not take your blood. Is that correct?”

      I glowered at Zarah, who stared at me, her pale eyes pleading at me to go along with her story. “That’s not true.”

      “But they helped me escape,” she said.

      “Because you blackmailed me,” I snapped. “By the way, thanks for leaving all that incriminating information. Lady Mantis got hold of it and imprisoned the brothers. She was about to do something worse than turn me into a knocker last night.”

      Radu chuckled. “Then I am glad we came to the rescue. Forget about your grievances and relax.”

      I clamped my lips together and held my silence. To an ancient warrior like Radu, everything I’d experienced was nothing compared to centuries of battles.

      Justine’s missing slice of head was an example of not leaving a fight unscathed, but it still pissed me off that Zarah couldn’t stop telling tales about me.

      Radu sat on my bench, his huge body taking up the entire left of the space. My insides cringed, and I longed to edge away from the peculiar man, but I forced myself to remain still.

      “Where are the Stryx brothers?” he asked in a voice as soft as a silk garrote.

      Tightening the towel around my middle, I edged away from the man. “I was a knocker when Lady Mantis jailed them, and by the time I woke up, I didn’t have the chance to ask.”

      “In other words,” Justine drawled, “She doesn’t know.”

      “Is that true?” asked Radu.

      I nodded, and it wasn’t even a lie. Raphael had carried me through the tunnels, and right now, I wouldn’t be able to make my way back to the jail or his underground lair.

      “Did you ask the vampires?” I asked.

      “Captain Tanar directed me to an empty cell.”

      “The boys escaped?” I tried to inject a mixture of hope and shock into my voice.

      “Or someone killed them.” Justine leaned down and examined me with her single eye.

      My gaze went straight to the patch of skin that stretched over her missing head. It was about as thin as an eyelid and covered in a network of blue veins. Something purple beneath her skin pulsed, and the muscles of my stomach spasmed. I snatched my eyes away and stared into my lap.

      “Did you love them?” asked Radu.

      “They protected me from cruel girls and didn’t treat me too badly,” I murmured.

      Justine chuckled. “She misses the sex.”

      Radu placed his massive fingers under my chin and tilted my head up, so our gazes met. I stared into the brightest aquamarine eyes, ringed by thick, blonde lashes. They would be disturbingly beautiful… on a girl.

      “Intercourse?” he said in a voice that slid across my senses like a constrictor. “If that’s what you crave, I can oblige.”

      My stomach dropped, along with every ounce of blood in my face. Terror kept me rooted to the bench, and I didn’t dare jerk away from his hold.

      Radu blinked, his feminine brows arched in question, but my tongue had fallen to the back of my throat, and I couldn’t speak, let alone breathe.

      “Joking!” He pulled his fingers away and turned to Renée, who gave him a long-suffering but indulgent smile. Was she his daughter? I suppose all frumosi were his children, several times removed.

      A relieved breath whooshed out from my lungs, and the muscles around my neck and shoulders relaxed. What kind of great-great-great-whatever grandparent made such an inappropriate joke? Radu cel Frumos, the beautiful brother of Vlad the Impaler, that’s who.

      Radu bared large teeth as bright as a soul-star chakra. “If you see the Stryx brothers, let me know.”

      I clapped a hand to my chest. “Do you think they’re alive?”

      “Someone broke through the magic to get at them.” The look on his face said he thought that person was me. It was also the kind of look that said he would be patient and let me play my games until he was ready to crush my neck.

      Making sure to draw my brows together, I said, “Or someone could have killed them?”

      “You don’t look too upset,” said Justine.

      “Because I’m overwhelmed.”

      “Let’s go,” said Renée. “We have a whole lesson to prepare.”

      Radu patted me on the head with his massive paw. “I am expecting great things from you. Great things!”

      A shudder ran down my back, but I smiled at him and murmured my thanks.

      With a creak of his burgundy leather, he stood and strolled down the left of the pool. The reflection in the water took up the entire pool. I chewed my lip, trying to work things out. If vampires cast no shadow or reflection because they were soulless, and hunters’ reflections were over huge, did it mean that they had monstrously oversized souls?

      On the surface, my theory sounded right, but it didn’t make sense. Captain Tanar had explained that the hunters who followed Radu drank vampire blood to extend their lives. Did ingesting a vampire’s blood also mean taking on their soul? I shook my head. That sounded a little far-fetched.

      Radu paused at the end of the pool, his gaze flickering from me and down to his reflection. I straightened and turned to look at Renée’s retreating back, acting like I’d been staring at her all along.

      “Zarah, my dear,” he drawled. “Stay with Alicia. After losing her three companions, I expect she will need your support.”

      She dipped into an elaborate bow. “Of course, My Lord.”

      My heart sank. How was I going to sneak out and heal the boys with Zarah following me everywhere?

      The hunters stepped out of the bathroom, and the door clicked shut, but I felt no relief in their absence. Not with Zarah eyeing me as though she was the new Pigtails and wanted to bite my neck.

      After crossing the room, she sat on the bench and scooted up to my side. Her leather-clad arm touched mine. “Are you sure about the Stryx brothers?”

      I shot out of my seat. “What are you talking about?”

      “You helped them escape, didn’t you?” She stood, her eyes lingering on the top of my towel.

      “I’d have to find them first.” I backed away. “And as I said to Radu, no one told me where the vampires had locked them up.”

      Tilting her head to the side, she swept her gaze down my body.

      “What the fuck are you looking at?” I spat.

      “You’re nothing special, but you seem to fascinate all these powerful men.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered. “Maybe you can leave the room while I get changed?”

      “Lord Radu wants us to stick together.”

      “He didn’t tell you to give me an eye-fucking.”

      Heat bloomed across her cheeks. “I’m not—”

      “Then turn around!” I barked.

      She spun on her heel, giving me about a quarter of the privacy I needed to put on my clothes. I glowered at the girl’s narrow back. In the short time she’d joined the hunters, she had completely changed her personality.

      I threw on my underwear and slipped on my uniform. It was hard to describe, but there was something predatory about her. Not in a way I found threatening, but she reminded me of a lion cub trying to hunt a prey animal that could break her in half with a kick of the hind leg.

      “Have you finished?” she asked.

      I walked down the right side of the pool toward the door. Radu had told her to keep an eye on me. He hadn’t told me to be her best friend.
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        * * *

      

      The ballroom was a vast space at the top of which was a taller-than-average marble dais. Huge columns lined the walls, stretching up to a ceiling painted with dancing couples.

      Radu had installed himself on a gold throne in the middle of the dais, with his two henchwomen standing at his sides. Kneeling in front of them were Lady Mantis and Captain Tanar, each looking pale and gaunt. The captain’s face was no longer charred, making me wonder how long it had taken Miss Margolyes to heal him.

      I glanced left and right, looking for signs of the other hunters, but they weren’t around.

      As the other students milled into the room, I stood by a column, counting the minutes until the lesson ended.

      Once the last of the frumosi entered the ballroom, Radu stood. “Welcome, my dear children.”

      Nobody replied.

      Justine stepped forward. “The correct response is, ‘Thank you, Lord Radu.’”

      We all chorused back our thanks. Renée leaned on the right of the throne and rolled her eyes.

      Radu inclined his head. “The purpose of today’s lesson is to introduce you to the way of the Radites. We are a small and exclusive clan of hunters who have taken our frumosi magic beyond the realms of possibility.”

      A second-year boy at the front raised his hand.

      Radu beamed. “What is your question, young man?”

      “What’s the difference between a hunter, a Radite, and a frumosi, sir?”

      “Lord Radu or My Lord,” Justine growled.

      The boy flinched. “My Lord?”

      “You are aware that my name is Radu cel Frumos, yes?” He glanced around the room, smiling at our nods. “All you who have descended from me are called frumosi. Those of you who decide to hunt vampires will earn the rank of a hunter, and those who demonstrate exceptional talent will become Radites like Justine and Renée.”

      Justine folded her arms across her chest. “Today’s lesson is to decide where you want to go.”

      Silence stretched out across the ballroom. I could understand everyone’s hesitation. We had all been born human only to be abducted and told we were frumosi and that vampires existed.

      If that wasn’t bad enough, the vampires had trained us to become their consorts, and then they had changed their minds and trained us to become familiars to guard them against the hunters.

      I swallowed hard. And the hunters we were supposed to battle now stood here, trying to recruit us into their ranks.

      The doors opened, and a quartet of hunters pushed in trolleys containing shot glasses. Radu beckoned them closer. “Thank you, my children.”

      A knot formed in my stomach.

      “Everyone who wishes to become a hunter will partake of the bloodroot. It will enhance your frumosi magic, so you develop the skills required to fight vampires.”

      I raised my hand. “Is bloodroot anything like beetroot, My Lord?”

      Lord Radu chuckled. “Clever girl! There are many roots available to open up the magic of a frumosi. I find bloodroot the most aggressive.”

      “Thank you, My Lord,” I said.

      Anyone reading between the lines should be able to see that Radu wanted us all the drink the bloodroot. Since he already mistrusted me, I walked to the side of the room, grabbed a shot, and downed the bitter fluid.

      “Excuse me?” said Kat.

      Radu beamed from his throne. “Yes, my dear child?”

      “My mother, brother, and sister live in a Noble House. If I joined the hunters, wouldn’t that have repercussions on them?”

      “Which one?” he asked.

      “Wilhelmina.”

      Radu turned to Renée. “Have we visited them yet?”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Wilhelmina? They were empty.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Kat.

      Radu waved his hand. “They left before we could raid them.”

      I glanced down at the marble floor. If the hunters had stolen all the Vampire Parliament’s census information, the wealthier members of their society would have moved home. It probably meant that Kat’s family was safe.

      “Alright.” Radu clapped his hands together. “Everyone who wishes to develop their magic must drink the bloodroot.”

      A few of the younger students edged toward the trolleys. Some of them gave me questioning looks, but I didn’t encourage or discourage them from drinking. If bloodroot was anything like the allium cepa magicis, we would have to work hard to reap its benefits.

      “I won’t do it,” said Kat.

      Radu leaned forward and gave her a kindly smile. “Why ever not?”

      “I don’t want to fight vampires.”

      “Even though they stole your family?” asked Justine.

      “My mother, brother, and sister are still in their clutches.”

      The female hunter scowled. “That doesn’t make any sense—”

      “Silence, Justine,” Radu said without any bite in his words. “Let the girl have her say.”

      Straightening, Kat pulled back her shoulders. “I’m tired of being a pawn. All I want is my normal life with my family and to forget about vampires, werewolves, and hunters. Zarah said you’re here to free us, but I don’t see much freeing going on.”

      Radu turned to Zarah. “I didn’t come here to free the frumosi.”

      Her mouth opened and closed. “But you said—”

      “You wish to contradict our lord?” Justine snapped.

      “No.” Zarah bowed her head.

      “You see,” said Radu. “Zarah brought us here for reasons she did not discuss with me. But now that I have taken over the academy, I’m offering you the chance. Join me, or don’t.”

      Kat shook her head. “I’m not fighting the vampires.”

      “Very well.” Radu stood. “Those of you who wish to join my ranks, take your shot of bloodroot, and be welcome. The others should stand on the right of the ballroom.”

      Kat and Annette walked to the right of the room. I chewed the inside of my cheek, wondering what Radu had planned. Both the onion woman and Captain Tanar had a healthy fear of the man, and I wasn’t about to openly defy him.

      After several moments, the majority of the frumosi students wandered to the right and joined Kat. Only a handful of us took the bloodroot.

      Radu gave his head a disappointed shake. “Zarah, please demonstrate what we do to frumosi who have outlived their usefulness.”

      Her face dropped. “Me, My Lord?”

      “You were such an eager student last week,” said Justine, sarcasm dripping from her words. “Show the others what we taught you.”

      Zarah’s gaze flicked from me to the other side of the room, where Kat stood with her hands on her hips. The auburn-haired girl raised her chin and screwed up her face in a defiant expression.

      I shook my head. This wasn’t going to end well. Zarah advanced on Kat with dark light the size of pennies steaming out of her fingertips.

      A few students walked to my side of the room and grabbed shot glasses.

      “What are you doing?” asked Kat.

      Zarah’s features hardened. “You made your choice.”

      “I-I’ve changed my mind.” Kat raised her palms.

      “But you gave us such a complete explanation for your refusal,” said Justine, her voice laced with mockery.

      “Too late,” said Radu.

      Zarah flicked out both hands, and streams of black wrapped around Kat’s body like vines.

      Blackness seeped through Kat’s skin, making her cry out. I closed my eyes to see the stream of magic. To the third eye, Zarah’s tendrils appeared transparent, like a clear jellyfish with only its edges visible. Then each tendril burrowed into Kat’s chakras and sucked out the light. Kat’s life-force traveled down the tendrils to Zarah, whose chakras grew brighter as they absorbed Kat’s.

      My mouth gaped open. Yesterday, I had noticed Zarah’s chakras were brighter than the average frumosi. And moments ago, as Radu passed the pool, I had noticed his reflection was abnormally large. Now I knew why the hunters’ souls were huge.

      A rasping scream escaped Kat’s lips, sounding as though Zarah had stolen the girl’s voice. Her body stiffened, but tiny convulsions shook beneath her skin.

      The other frumosi students, including Annette, rushed to the other side of the room and snatched their shots of bloodroot. Not a single person remained where Kat had fallen, and not a single person looked at Zarah as though she was their hero.

      “Very good,” said Radu. “The program for training hunters is merit-based. Those of you who excel will have the opportunity to join the ranks of the Radites. If you do not meet my exacting standards, you will become foot soldiers who will live a normal frumosi lifespan and die. If you have no potential for frumosi magic, one of my elites will absorb your essence.”

      A pit of dread opened in my stomach. After today’s lesson, I knew a few things for certain.

      One, I should have killed Zarah as the boys and the onion woman had advised. And two, I needed to defeat Radu and his hunters before they corrupted all the frumosi students.
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      When I opened my eyes again, it was to find Kat standing as still as death, her face twisted in a rictus of horror. All the color had leeched from her skin, her hair, her eyes, and she was no longer breathing.

      I turned to Zarah, whose cheeks glowed with health. She dipped her head, seemingly unable to look any of us in the eye.

      Bile rose to the back of my throat, and tears filled my eyes. Kat had tried to help Zarah. They’d been friends, and Zarah hadn’t hesitated to kill her. I turned my gaze up to the dais, where Radu stood with his hands behind his back, beaming at Zarah as though she was a puppy who had performed a difficult trick.

      Justine smirked, her single eye gleaming with malice.

      After Zarah’s performance, she would never be able to tell the other frumosi she was their savior. The vampires had been evil, but at least they hadn’t forcibly taken our blood. And they hadn’t killed us for not falling into line.

      Not like these hunters, who were supposed to be our own kind.

      “Class dismissed,” said Radu. “We will meet for dinner at seven.”

      Justine grinned. “The next person who sides with the vampires will be absorbed for the cause.”

      Everyone sprinted for the door. I spun on my heel and rushed out of the room before Zarah returned to her senses and remembered she was under orders to follow me.

      Swallowing the bitter taste in the back of my mouth, I blinked away my tears and picked up my pace. Kat was dead, and there hadn’t been a thing I could do to stop it.

      I stepped into the hallway, inhaled a large breath, and clenched my shaking hands into fists. This was dire. Everyone, vampires, frumosi, and knockers, was at risk from these predators.

      The students around me ran in silence in the direction of Frumosi Tower. I suppressed the urge to go with them and seek comfort in numbers. Zarah had implied to everyone that I had helped her escape so she could bring the hunters to our rescue.

      “Stephens.” A slender hand grabbed my shoulder.

      A jolt of anxiety pierced my heart. I turned around to find Annette staring up at me, her eyes red from crying. “What was that?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      After glancing over my shoulder for signs of Zarah or any of the other hunters, I pulled Annette into the nearest stairwell. The wall sconces colored the space the shade of diluted blood, making all the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. We rushed up to the next floor, opened the door, and stood in the hallway.

      Annette’s eyes bored into mine as though she could get all the answers she needed from one glance.

      I swallowed hard. “It looks like Zarah stole Kat’s life-force.”

      “And they’re going to do it to us if we don’t follow them into madness. What made you think these hunters were our friends?” she asked, her voice heavy with accusation.

      “I didn’t bring them here,” I whispered. “Zarah did, and they’ve turned her into one of them.”

      “But what do they want with us?”

      My head pounded with the pressure of it all. Dante and Nero were suffering from malnutrition and what appeared to be third-degree burns, needing my help to restore them to health. The hunters already suspected me of helping them escape, and Radu seemed to think I was special enough to hunt down and interrupt in the shower. Annette seemed to be needing reassurance I couldn’t give her or anyone.

      “I don’t know much about the hunters.” It was the truth. That display had been a complete shock. “But Radu made his intentions clear. If we don’t join his crusade against the vampires, we’re going to end up like Kat.”

      Annette wrapped her arms around her chest and rocked back and forth on her heels. “Do you think she’s dead?”

      My face twisted with anguish. “She looked dead enough to me. I don’t know.”

      Annette continued to look to me for answers, her eyes pleading and wet. It was as though she’d absorbed every ugly accusation Kat had hurled about me through the months and now thought I withheld vital information that could save her life.

      “Captain Tanar only told us that hunters drank vampire blood.” Spreading my arms wide, I added. “I don’t know anything else.”

      “Right.” Annette tugged on her braids. “What do we do now?”

      My heart sank. I knew what I needed to do, and none of it involved Annette. Walk the knocker passages until Gates or Raphael brought me to the lair, so I could continue healing the boys. Or find the onion woman and work out a plan of action.

      I had no chance of defeating the hunters on my own and even less of a chance with Annette tagging along.

      I raised a shoulder. “Do what Radu said, I suppose.”

      She nodded. “Should we make our way to the dining room together?”

      “Annette, I need to be alone.” My insides cringed as I said the words, but I didn’t know her well enough to reveal my plans.

      Her face dropped. “What?”

      “Sorry.” I opened the door to the stairwell. It clicked shut behind me, leaving her in the other hallway.

      As I descended the stairs, a tight fist wrapped around my heart. Annette had just seen her best friend murdered, and I couldn’t spend the time to give her any support.

      The longer I stayed in this academy, the more inhuman I became. This was a place where no one could be trusted, especially those who appeared the most helpless.

      At the bottom of the flight was the door leading to the ground floor and the ballroom. Ignoring it, I continued down to the basement, which didn’t have wall sconces. Another flight lay beneath that one, and I descended until all signs of light disappeared.

      “Lights, please?” I said, hoping one of the knockers standing in front of a dungeon room would oblige.

      Nothing happened.

      My steps faltered. Was that because knockers didn’t man this particular basement or because the hunters had done something to them? A shudder ran down my spine. Radu had wanted them awakened, but until now, I had thought he would help the knockers.

      At the end of the stairs stretched a hallway too dark for me to see, but I continued underneath the academy, hoping Raphael or Gates were sneaking around close by. I activated my third eye to see who was around and found two black spots, indicating a pair of vampires.

      “Who’s there?” I whispered.

      “No one,” said a small voice.

      “Shhh!” said someone else.

      “Sorry,” the small voice whispered.

      “I’m Alicia Stephens.”

      “The Stryx brothers’ concubine?” said the voice I was beginning to suspect belonged to a first or second-year vampire.

      “That’s right. Who are you?” I asked.

      “We’re not going to say.”

      “Are you hiding from the hunters?”

      “They’re rounding us up,” said the young vampire.

      I continued through the dark, my heart strumming a steady beat. Vampires couldn’t feed on frumosi without permission, and I couldn’t imagine a pair of young ones being able to mesmerize me into giving my consent. But they’d skipped a few meals and would probably be desperate.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Chrysanthemum,” she said. “Chrysanthemum Stark.”

      “Are you here alone?”

      She paused, and the other black spot shrank into the background. “Yes.”

      “What happened to the other vampires?” I asked.

      “They’re being kept in the kitchens in one of the storerooms next to the pigs,” she replied.

      I nodded and continued toward Chrysanthemum and her friend. “How are you eating?”

      “We catch rats and drink their blood,” she replied.

      “You need to get out of the castle before they catch up with you.”

      “W-we can’t,” she said. “The wolves are working with the hunters to trap us. It’s safer in these hallways because we can keep to the shadows and run away if someone dangerous comes.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      She cleared her throat. “Call Lord Dracula. He’ll kill the hunters and rescue us all.”

      “I think Captain Tanar called him, but I’ll see what I can do to hurry him along.” As I approached the two young vampires, a tiny gust of wind told me they had used their superior speed to stay out of reach.

      I kept to the wall with my hand on its rough surface, feeling for a door or a corner. Were Gates or Raphael watching out for me?

      Moments later, a door creaked open, and a figure about my height with brighter-than-average chakras emerged. They were average-sized, but that didn’t mean they didn’t belong to a hunter. My heart quickened, and I curled my fists, wishing I had transferred the dagger in my knocker dress to my blazer.

      “You drank the bloodroot,” said the voice of the onion woman.

      My shoulders sagged with relief. “Did you see what happened in the ballroom?”

      “No.”

      “Zarah sucked the life-force out of a girl who didn’t drink the bloodroot.”

      The onion woman didn’t reply for several moments. Probably because she realized I’d had no choice but to drink the bloodroot or end up a colorless husk.

      I was about to ask why her chakras were so bright when she said, “You’d better come with me.”

      We walked through a hallway and down another darkened staircase to a passageway whose floors seemed to be lined with rotten pieces of wood which creaked under each step. The walls here were narrower than the previous hallway, and I kept both hands on their cool plaster surface in case the wood rotted away underfoot.

      The onion woman opened the door to a dimly lit storeroom and ushered me inside. It stretched twice the size of the cupboard I had used to hide in my first term, but a few thick, leather tomes lay sideways on its shelves.

      She kicked a pair of cushions to the center of the storeroom and sat. “This is a bloody mess. You know that?”

      “Yes.” I lowered myself into a cushion and crossed my legs.

      “You should have killed Zarah,” she snapped. “Instead, you released her into the wild to bring a hoard of hunters. Not just any hunters, mind you, but Radu himself!”

      I clenched my teeth and swallowed back an angry retort. What did she think I was, an oracle? “I wasn’t to know Zarah would come in contact with hunters. She was supposed to be vamp struck. The worst I thought would happen was that she’d end up being bitten and turned back into a blood whore.”

      The onion woman struck a match and placed it to the wick of an oil lamp, filling the room with light. Angry lines etched her face. “Perhaps.”

      My nostrils flared. There was no perhaps about it, but I wasn’t about to argue with her when she was my best chance of defeating the hunters. “We need to sabotage Radu. Do you know his weaknesses?”

      “None,” she said. “He’s overcome them by drinking the blood of powerful vampires to extend his life.”

      “And by stealing frumosi life-force,” I added.

      “Bloody hell.” She rubbed her temples.

      “Do you think Dracula and his guards can fight them?”

      “Ha!” The onion woman sat back and rested her palms on the end of the cushion. “This entire academy was set up to protect young vampires from Radu and to create an army of day-walkers to battle the hunters. Radu is decades ahead of his brother.”

      “There has to be something,” I said. “What about Lord Stryx or Lord Lilin?”

      She nodded. “Powerful, ancient vampires who predate Dracula, but they won’t lift a finger when they dwell behind magically protected kingdoms.”

      “What about poison?” I asked. “We can—”

      “I have a plan,” she said.

      My eyes bulged. “Already?”

      “It’s been in the working for the past fifteen years,” she said, sounding offended. “I know how to defeat Dracula, and I think it will also work on Radu.”

      Excitement quickened my pulse, and hope sprung in my chest. I placed both hands on my knees and leaned forward. “What can I do to help?”

      “First of all, you need to bond with those boys of yours as soon as possible.”

      “Right.” My brows drew together. “They’re injured.”

      “You have everything you need to heal them between your legs.”

      Heat rose to my cheeks as recent memories resurfaced of Gates talking dirty in my ear and making me squirt. Without his help, Raphael and I wouldn’t have been able to produce enough nectar to revive the brothers.

      Shoving those thoughts aside, I focussed on the onion woman. “What’s the plan?”

      She folded her arms and looked me straight in the eye. “I’m going to summon a spirit.”

      Dread rolled through my belly. My experience so far with supernatural creatures hadn’t been great. Even the Stryx brothers, who had stolen my heart, had started as murdering, blackmailing assholes. I disliked the werewolves for their devotion to the vampires and despised the hunters.

      I was about to question the wisdom of adding powerful spirits to the deadly minefield that had become our lives when I remembered something she’d once told me. “Are you talking about the spirit who gave Dracula and Radu their powers?”

      The onion woman nodded. “That’s the one.”

      “How?”

      “The problem isn’t how,” she said. “It’s with what power. I’ve spent years building myself up with meditation and roots, summoning minor spirits to learn the name of the being who had met Dracula and Radu when they escaped the Ottoman Empire, but I’m not strong enough to summon it.”

      My mouth dropped open. I hoped she wasn’t thinking of becoming a hunter.

      “I need the help of another frumosi,” she said. “Preferably one with greater powers than me.”

      “But they’re all loyal to Radu.” I leaned forward.

      “Not them,” she said. “You, when you’ve completed your mating bonds.”

      A gasp caught in my throat as I remembered Nero’s legend of the three vampire brothers who had mated with a frumosi woman. It had resulted in each of them being strong enough to fight Dracula and Lord Stryx.

      “Why don’t we try it now? I’ve mated with Raphael—”

      “It’s going to take a while to set up,” she reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a white string.

      “How long?” I asked.

      “I’ve got to steal vampire blood to write the runes. That will take a few days, and the incantation isn’t easy.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. The plan sounded like it would backfire. “Will you make a deal?”

      “Offer it Dracula’s soul. I know where he hid it.”

      “Where?”

      The onion woman didn’t answer, and I didn’t press. Given the rate of betrayal in the Sanguine Academy, I was surprised she was trusting me with the details of her plan.

      “What will we do about the frumosi in the meantime? Radu is trying to turn us all into hunters.”

      “I’ll have to complete the summoning circle before you all start thirsting for vampire blood.”

      A shudder ran down my spine. “What happens if we drink it?”

      “You’d better not. My parents told me it was the final stage of becoming a hunter.”

      “We might not have a choice. If we don’t do what Radu says, he’ll absorb us.”

      Clenching her jaw, she leaned across to the shelves and pulled open a heavy tome. “Then I’d better get to work right now. Remember, I won’t be able to do this without the power you’ll gain from mating with those three vampires.”

      “What happens if I start thirsting for vampire blood?”

      “Don’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ll become loyal to Radu.” She glanced at her watch. “What time’s your next lesson?”

      “Dinner’s at seven,” I said.

      “I have nothing else to share with you. Turn right at the end of the hallway and take the stairs. You’ll end up near the courtyard of the embracing statues.”

      I pulled myself to my feet and stretched. Hope mingled with dread that I might turn into a hunter before the onion woman got a chance to complete her summoning circle. I would have to bond with the boys before they were completely healed and hope that the process negated the sun damage.

      As I padded to the door, I said, “Radu’s imprisoned all the vampires, and he’s taking their blood. Is there anything—”

      “Focus,” she snapped.

      I flinched at the harshness of her words.

      “If you get caught releasing vampires who aren’t at risk of being murdered, Radu or one of his people will have you killed. Or absorbed.”

      She opened her book at an image of a circle made up of runes. “We’re working toward the big prize - Radu’s death and hopefully the demise of his lieutenants. Don’t waste that trying to save a bunch of worthless vampires who were happy to sit by and watch you become a knocker.”

      I blew out a long breath. She was right. But it was hard to do nothing when hunters had turned vampires into livestock and the kitchen into their farm. “Alright, I’ll focus on getting rid of Radu.”

      “Good girl.” She stood, walked across the small cupboard, and opened the door. “Now, be a good trainee hunter, heal those boys on the sly and form those mating bonds. I don’t want to see you until you’re ready to help me with the summoning.”

      I stepped out in the dark hallway. “You said your parents were hunters.”

      “I did.”

      “Are they in the building?” I asked.

      “They are.”

      “Who—”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She shooed me away. “Dracula took me from them and taught me to fear and despise their ways. I still hold those beliefs. Even after he took my son and had me turned into a knocker.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Be ready for the summoning.”

      “I won’t let you down.”

      My steps down the hallway echoed with a renewed purpose. From now on, I would have to harden my heart. I had an important mission. One that would rid the world of Radu and rescue the academy.

      But the onion woman had brought up an interesting point. The vampires I wanted to save would likely turn on me once again for the murder of Micalla and the Preta twins.

      I curled my hands into fists and hurried toward the stairwell. Where everyone was either an enemy or a potential betrayer, I would have to watch my every step.
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      I opened the door to the stairwell and stepped into the dark, my insides thrumming with a mix of excitement and trepidation.

      According to the onion woman, the spirit had offered Dracula and Radu power in exchange for their souls. Dracula had cheated the spirit by hiding his soul using a technique he had learned from Lord Lilin, and Radu had promised the spirit his soul at the end of his natural lifespan.

      Taking the stairs two at a time, I placed my fingertips on the cold, stone wall for balance. Radu had also cheated the spirit by extending his life. From consuming vampire blood, or from absorbing the lifespan of other frumosi, or both.

      Hopefully, the spirit wouldn’t double-cross us and decide to take our souls in payment for claiming Radu, but what other options did we have?

      As the stairwell twisted around, a dark figure stood up ahead. I slowed my steps. “Who’s that?”

      “The alpha wants to have a word with you,” growled a deep voice.

      My stomach dropped, and I stepped back a few paces. “I’ve got nothing to say to her.”

      “That’s not what she says.” The werewolf galloped down the stairs at an alarming pace.

      A shard of panic sliced through my chest. I stiffened, bracing myself for rough handling. It wasn’t like I could outrun him, and I was likely to trip myself up in the dark.

      He arrived in second, his musk and moss and matted fur-scent filling my nostrils and making them twitch. I cringed away from his hot breath and tried to make myself small, but the werewolf closed his mighty paw around my neck and lifted me off my feet.

      My throat tightened, and I rasped, “Stop.”

      “What’s that, little blood whore?” he snarled.

      “You’ll kill me.”

      With a snort of laughter, he slung me up in the air. I thrashed out my arms and legs in an attempt to right myself but instead landed painfully on his shoulder. Every square inch of air rushed out of my lungs in a single outward breath.

      “Please,” I whispered. “What have I done wrong?”

      He brought his hand down on my ass and gave it a hard slap. “The alpha will explain it all.”

      “I’ll scream if you don’t let go.”

      “Don’t annoy a werewolf who can infect you outside the full moon,” he snarled.

      My muscles turned to mush. I didn’t know if he was spouting bullshit to frighten me into submission, but I couldn’t risk becoming a werewolf. Especially not when I still needed to heal and bond with Dante and Nero.

      “Alright,” I said. “I’ll stop fighting, but I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Tell that to the alpha,” he muttered.

      I thought he would take me back up the stairs but instead, he ran down to the bottom and turned right, taking us away from the onion woman’s cupboard.

      Crying out was an option so that she could rush to my rescue, but I didn’t know the extent of the woman’s power. Based on what she’d said earlier, it wasn’t as impressive as I’d initially thought. Besides, apart from what Gates had done to help me heal the boys, I hadn’t done anything to offend the alpha.

      Where were Raphael and Gates? I thought they would look out for me, hoped they would jump out of the shadows and fight the werewolf, but neither of them appeared. My heart sank. Did that mean something terrible had happened to Dante and Nero?

      The werewolf secured me on his shoulder with a large hand. It stopped me from bouncing about and hurting my middle as he raced like a loon through the darkened hallways. I might have been grateful if he wasn’t bringing me to his alpha. What did that wretched she-wolf want with me, anyway?

      “Little slut,” he said between panting breaths. “I can smell your pussy.”

      I clenched my teeth and squeezed my knees together, not in the slightest bit turned on by his stench.

      Several moments later, he ran up a slope, and we arrived close to a burbling stream. Sunlight streamed through my eyelids, and I inhaled the scent of pine mingled with fresh water, a welcome change from the werewolf’s strong musk.

      The sun hung low in the sky, its orange light streaming through the canopy and elongating our shadows.

      “Nearly there,” he said in a voice that implied I had been impatient to meet his alpha.

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      He walked through a thicket of gorse and into the clearing which housed the log cabin. I raised my head. This time, no werewolves were hanging around outside. I wondered if they were all busy doing the hunters’ bidding.

      At the threshold, the werewolf set me on my feet and pushed open the door. Around a table large enough for twelve sat the white-haired alpha, picking her nails with a curved dagger that reminded me of the one Lady Mantis had pointed at my eye.

      Ten males, some of whom I recognized from my previous encounter, stood to attention at the walls. They all wore jeans and denim jackets.

      “The blood whore.” He shoved me in the back, sending me stumbling into the cabin and falling stomach-first into the table. “Just like you asked.”

      She gave him an absent nod. “Take your place among your brothers.” A heartbeat later, she turned her sharp, amber eyes on me. “Where is the boy?”

      Straightening, I drew my brows together and braced myself on the wood. “Boy?”

      “Gates.”

      “The last time I saw him was about a day ago at the wards.”

      She slammed the butt of the dagger on the table, making my heart leap like a jumping bean. “Do not lie to me, blood whore! I smell him on you.”

      “Because he carried me to the wards,” I said in a small voice. Since I had showered immediately after he had helped me produce nectar and that musky brute had carried me for several minutes, I doubted that she could really tell that I’d recently seen Gates.

      The alpha placed her palms on the tabletop and leaned back in her seat. “You’re going to do us a favor.”

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “An escape from this shit hole.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I know you can make holes in the wards. You did it for Zarah Peridot, and I saw the hole you made for yourself and Gates. Don’t bother to lie and say you can’t. You will make a hole for us, too.”

      And have a bunch of werewolves wandering the streets? “Isn’t it dangerous—”

      “Don’t you dare complete that sentence.” She shot out of her seat, pointing her finger between my eyes. “We’re not monsters, and we deserve our freedom just as much as any other creature.”

      Irritation fizzled across my skin. She was a fine one to talk. “It’s your fault that Lady Mantis injured my vampires and turned me into a knocker.”

      “You selfish, little whore,” she snarled.

      My mouth fell open. If anyone was selfish, it was her. She had handed papers that incriminated me in the murders to the vampires in exchange for a reward.

      Her werewolves standing around the walls filled the cabin with their growls. My pulse quickened, and nausea swirled in the back of my throat. They pushed themselves off the wall and advanced on me with menacing slowness. I pushed myself off my seat and turned around. Keeping the table at my back was my pathetic attempt at self-preservation.

      The alpha walked around the table, her teeth bared. “We werewolves are prisoners, just like you.”

      “It’s worse,” shouted a voice at the back wall.

      “Dolph is right.” She waved her dagger in the direction of the door. “The vampires don’t give us fancy beds, lessons, or square meals. They keep us here to act as their guard dogs.”

      Wrapping my hands around my middle, I asked, “Is that why you sold me out to Lady Mantis?”

      “I did the best for my pack. With the reward Lady Mantis offered, we could have gotten a chance for a real home.”

      “Oh.” My shoulders sagged. This was another example of how hopelessness caused people to stab others in the back.

      “Will you help us escape?” she asked.

      I lowered my head. Right now, I couldn’t afford to make an enemy of the hunters. And the werewolves looked like they might drag me along with them as a hostage, which would be disastrous for the boys.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I can’t do that.”

      “What?” She grabbed me by the lapels and lifted me off my feet.

      The doors burst open, and Justine stepped in. The deformed hunter gave me a slow round of applause. “Backbone. I like that in a frumosi.”

      I slapped my hand over the alpha’s fists. She dropped me to the floor, making me yelp.

      Every werewolf’s head snapped to the door, and they growled at her intrusion. One of them stepped in Justine’s path, eclipsing her by half a foot with his bulky frame, but she flicked her wrist and threw him to the other side of the cabin. The other males backed away, a few of them whining.

      “How long have you been out there?” I squeaked.

      “Long enough.” Justine snapped her teeth at the fallen male.

      My insides writhed with apprehension. That didn’t answer a damned thing. Had she followed me to the onion woman? I glanced at the doorway, looking for signs of Radu or Renée, but they weren’t there. Hopefully, this didn’t mean they were dealing with the onion woman.

      Justine turned to the alpha. “You’re a backstabbing bitch.”

      The alpha stiffened. “The vampires were our captors. What do you expect us to do?”

      “Did you complete your task?” asked Justine.

      My tongue darted out to lick my dry lips. Was this related to the traps the werewolves had set to catch the runaway vampires?

      “How can we get the job done with no rations?” the alpha snarled.

      Justine walked around me and stepped into the alpha’s personal space. She placed her hands on her hips and announced, “No food until you find every single blood-sucking brat hiding in the forest.”

      “We can’t do that,” said the alpha.

      Justine cupped her hand over her missing ear. “Can’t do what?”

      “No one performs at their best on an empty stomach.”

      The hunter’s face split into a wide grin that froze my lungs. In the few hours I’d observed Justine, she seemed to be the most sadistic of the three Radites. Now it looked like she was about to do something terrible.

      My breaths shallowed, and I shrank into the table, trying to make myself invisible.

      “You want to eat?” Justine’s tone was mild enough to dilute my blood.

      The alpha didn’t reply. I couldn’t blame her for not wanting to get caught up by an obvious trick question.

      “I’m serious.” Justine spread her arms wide. “If anyone’s hungry, we’ll walk out into the clearing, and I’ll bring some meat.”

      One of the werewolves, a man with a bald head and a shaggy, black beard, stepped forward. “I’m starving.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Justine. “You’ll have something to eat soon.”

      Another male pushed himself off from the wall. “I haven’t eaten in days.”

      Justine clapped her hands together. “Come with me. Everyone else who wants to eat may join us.” She turned to me and winked, although it was impossible to tell as she only had one eye. “You too, Alicia. It’s time you learned to flex your innate powers.”

      We stepped out into the clearing. The sun hid behind a dark cloud, turning its edges incandescent. As the werewolves followed after us, a cool juniper-scented breeze blew over our heads. My heart pounded with trepidation, and I swayed on my feet, wondering how many of the werewolves would be desperate enough to fall into Justine’s trap.

      Justine grabbed my hand. “We’re more powerful joined together.”

      I closed my eyes, transparent tendrils wrapped around our wrists, binding them together. With a cough, I tried to jerk free, but Justine held on tight. The tendrils settled at my fingertips but didn’t suck out any magic.

      “Don’t say the hunters never reward good work,” said Justine.

      A thick stream of indigo emerged from her third-eye chakra and wrapped around the red-hared werewolf who had once locked me in the storeroom.

      He stiffened, and his eyes bulged. “What’s happening?”

      Justine squeezed my hand as though urging me to pay attention to what would happen next. “You don’t want your brethren to go hungry, do you?”

      Panic seized my heart. I clutched my chest with my free hand, trying to work out how to stop this. “Justine, don’t—”

      “What?” She whirled around, her tendrils of magic wrapping around my throat chakra. One of them stabbed through it like a dagger. “Did you have something to say?”

      My mouth opened, and I screamed, but no sound came out. My voice was gone.

      She smirked. “That’s what I thought. Stand still, don’t interfere, and I’ll return you to Lord Radu in mostly one piece.”

      My stomach churned, and I wrapped my arm around my middle, trying to hold in the contents of my stomach. What had she done? Strands of mahogany hair blew into my face, indicating that she hadn’t yet consumed me as far as Kat, but that could change if I did anything to annoy Justine.

      I opened my third eye and studied the tendril attached to my throat chakra. The barest stream of blue light seeped out and settled in the transparent tube connecting Justine and me. But she hadn’t brought it into her body… yet.

      Instead, she used her magic to pull the werewolf’s solar plexus chakra down to the ground.

      “Nice meat for the nice doggies,” Justine said with a laugh.

      “What are you—” With a scream, the male fell onto his front, twitching and shuddering and wetting his jeans.

      The yellow light of his solar plexus wrapped around the green of the heart chakra and the red of his root chakra.

      “Please,” cried the alpha from the doorway of the hut. “Stop this. We won’t complain about not being fed.”

      Justine waggled her finger. “You abducted one of my hunters-in-training and tried to force her to help you escape. For that, you deserve—”

      A pair of males transformed into tawny dire wolves and leaped at Justine. I staggered out of the way, a silent scream tearing from my throat. But Justine kept a vice-like grip on my hand and formed a barrier of sunlight around us, singeing their fur.

      She threw her head back and cackled. “More volunteers!”

      As her tendrils stretched out to the yelping wolves, I turned back to the male whose chakras she manipulated. The man’s limbs were missing, and his head sank into his shoulders. Ragged breaths wheezed out from his lips, and his chakras were so mixed up, the light turned brown.

      I doubled over. My stomach heaved, but nothing came out.

      “Alicia,” Justine said. “Do I need to empty your stomach chakra as well as your throat?”

      Shaking my head, I clapped my free hand over my nose and mouth. I stopped looking at the wolves, stopped looking at Justine, stopped looking at myself. The scene playing out before me was both incomprehensible and monstrous.

      “Nearly there,” Justine said with a sigh.

      The smell of burning clothes filled the clearing, along with the stench of burned hair and skin. Squeezing my eyes shut, I pulled my blazer over my mouth and nose to stop myself from dry heaving.

      “Get up.” Justine’s voice was pitiless.

      I pulled myself to my feet.

      “Look.”

      I jerked my head away. Whatever she was about to show me would be horrific beyond words.

      “Look,” she snarled, “Unless you want me to drain your third eye.”

      I took a long, deep breath and then another. Something told me that Justine would punish me for becoming light-headed. Then I opened my eyes and looked into the clearing.

      Three piles of… A surge of emotion thickened my throat. They weren’t human-looking anymore and nor did they resemble canines. All I could think of were the joints Mom bought in the supermarket for Sunday lunch. The boneless ones wrapped up in string.

      I turned to Justine, tears clouding my vision. She could have killed the werewolves for their insolence, but she had gone to all this trouble to turn them into lumps of meat. It was as though she wanted everyone to suffer as much as her.

      She spread her arms wide and dipped into a mockery of a curtsey. “Bon appétit!”

      The alpha burst into tears and leaned against the door frame.

      With a smirk, Justine flicked her bald head in the direction of the castle. “Come on, your dinner’s getting cold. If you can stop blubbing, I might even return your voice.”
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      The alpha rushed to the three bundles of her packmates’ meat, her sobs tearing at my heart. I glanced from her to the other werewolves, who stood in the cabin, staring at the floor. Nobody wanted to act against the hunters, least of all me.

      I let Justine grab me by the scruff of the neck and drag me through the trees and out of the clearing.

      Twigs snapped underfoot, leaves rustled, but the rest of the forest stilled, as though holding its breath in the face of such a malevolent presence. By now, the sun dipped beneath the canopy, spreading tiny rays of orange light through the tree trunks.

      I glanced up at the six-foot-tall hunter, at the side of her face which hadn’t been cleaved. How much of my evening’s activities had she followed? If she had spied on my conversation with the onion woman, she would march me to my execution, not to my dinner.

      “Thanks.” The word slipped my throat like steel wool, but I had to discover what she had overheard.

      “You’re lucky I was paying the werewolves a visit,” she snarled. “Otherwise, they would have forced you to betray Lord Radu.”

      Relief surged through my veins, and I heaved out a long breath. Her appearance at the cabin had been a coincidence. But I couldn’t completely relax. Justine seemed the type who enjoyed mayhem, and recent experiences with others had taught me to watch my back.

      “I refused the alpha’s offer, didn’t I?” I said.

      Justine scoffed. “But she had nearly a dozen wolves to convince you to change your mind.”

      I wrinkled my nose. They were mostly scraggly, bearded brutes. “Seduction?”

      “Rape.”

      A shudder ran down my spine. “Well, I’m glad you came when you did.”

      With a snort, Justine rounded an eight-foot-tall blueberry bush. “After a bit of training, you might be able to debone a werewolf.”

      “Is that what it’s called?” I wanted to spit.

      “Anyone with precise control over the body’s chakras and meridian pathways can do the same.” She jumped over a small stream and didn’t let go of the back of my blazer.

      My feet landed in the water, and the cold seeped through my loafers. I scrambled out, ignoring the unpleasant squelch. “Right.”

      “You’re wondering why I didn’t use that knowledge to fix my head, aren’t you?”

      “The thought hadn’t crossed my mind,” I said.

      “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed it.”

      Sweat broke out across my brow as we hurried along an uphill trail. If I told her the head wound was barely noticeable, she’d call me out for lying, and if I said yes, she might be offended and maim me in revenge.

      “I thought Captain Tanar did it,” I blurted. “An injury like that would be fatal, so you have to be extraordinarily strong to survive that, let alone be a great warrior.”

      “That’s right.” She grinned and slung an arm around my shoulder like we were best friends. “Of all the people in this academy, why did you associate with a sniveling sewer rat like Zarah?”

      Another trick question? It was one I couldn’t answer directly without lying. I might have been Zarah’s friend in our first term, but she was never mine. “The vampires captured us at the same time. I sort of felt responsible for her at first.”

      “But you don’t now?”

      “She’s a hunter,” I said.

      “But you’re more deserving of her rank.”

      What the hell was this, another attempt to trip me up? We stepped out of the woods onto the road that wound around the hill. The castle loomed up ahead, its presence ominous now that I knew what manner of monsters it accommodated.

      I raised a shoulder. “Until last night, I didn’t know frumosi had ranks. Right now, my only concern is surviving the training and meeting Lord Radu’s standards.”

      “You’re pretty accepting of these new changes,” she said with accusation in her tone.

      Our feet trampled the gravel, and I turned my head up to the sky. The barrier around the hill glistened like a soap bubble. Light from the setting sun warmed all the colors within its iridescent sphere. Was this the hunters’ influence? Now that they’d taken over the academy, they probably didn’t want knockers under another vampire’s control opening the wards.

      Justine turned to me, her single brow raised in expectation. She probably wanted me to explain why I wasn’t rebelling against the hunters.

      “Frumosi are in charge for once,” I said. “It’s nice to be able to walk about during the daytime and not live in fear of vampires.”

      “Yet the Stryx brothers made you their concubine,” she drawled.

      “Blood whore,” I said. “And I was blackmailed.”

      Justine gave me an understanding nod. “You did what you needed to survive. That makes sense. But if you use your wiles on Lord Radu, I’ll slice off your lips.”

      I reared back. “He’s my grandfather several times removed!”

      She snorted. “We’re all related. Dracula fucks his descendants, and so does our lord. How the hell do you think he made the most powerful Radites?”

      Disgust crawled through my insides like a hoard of centipedes. I didn’t need a refresher on royal dynasties to know the answer was inbreeding. But in the human world, it led to birth defects and insanity. In the supernatural world, inbreeding just created stronger monsters.

      Dipping my head, I murmured, “I’ll keep my head down, study, and not make eyes at our lord.”

      “See that you do.” She gave the back of my neck a hard squeeze before opening the castle’s double doors.

      We walked through the hallway side by side, the slipping and squelching of my loafers on the marble floor filling the silence. I couldn’t help thinking about how they had barged into the bathroom and how Radu had offered me sex. When I had reacted badly, he had said it was a joke, but Justine didn’t believe him.

      Apprehension squeezed my heart in its clawed fist. Maybe I needed to return to my old room in Frumosi Tower tonight, so Radu wouldn’t know where to find me in case he got frisky.

      When we stepped through the doors of the dining room, a group of male vampire students stood at the walls, each wearing a metal torc around the shirt collars of their uniforms. On the vampire side of the room sat a group of uniformed hunters and people wearing casual clothes. I furrowed my brow. It looked like Radu had brought in reinforcements.

      “Welcome, welcome!” Radu stood from his throne at the head table, his golden ringlets glinting in the chandelier light. Renée sat on his right, and the seat at his left was empty.

      Justine gave me a hard clap on the back before hurrying to take her place. I glanced around for somewhere to sit, but the only table with lots of spare places was occupied by Zarah. Bile rose to the back of my throat, and I snatched my gaze away from the parasite.

      Annette raised her arm and gave it a frantic wave. The seat next to her was empty. With a sigh, I walked over.

      Radu beamed, his teeth sharp and white. “Today is a particularly happy occasion because it marks the awakening of a number of our brethren.”

      I turned back to the vampire side of the room and took another look at the newcomers.

      “They’re knockers,” said Annette as I lowered myself into the seat next to her. “Just like you.”

      My chest tightened. Lady Mantis had ordered my transformation into a knocker, but I had no recollection of anything I had done before Gates and the onion woman had hidden me away and broken the enchantment. “Right.”

      Annette’s eyes widened, and she placed a hand on my arm. “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that—”

      “Give our brave warriors a round of applause!” cried Radu.

      While we clapped, I studied their faces. The man I had met on my first day at the academy sat at the front, his head high, and looking at Radu with tears of gratitude in his eyes.

      From what I remembered, he had been a student who had been handed to vampire sisters, only to be discarded when he’d gotten them all pregnant and was no longer useful.

      I craned my neck, examining each table in turn. Every knocker I’d come into regular contact with was there, including the pair who tended to the fire in the boys’ suite, the woman who worked at the salon, the kitchen staff, and the twins who guarded the headmaster’s office.

      But there was no sign of the onion woman.

      “Please serve the evening meal,” said Radu.

      The vampire students standing at the wall disappeared through the doors that led to the kitchen, while another group of vampire girls dressed in nothing but white tunics walked in through the double doors.

      My breath quickened, and a ripple of apprehension crept up my spine. It was like a fashion show, but there was only one outfit.

      The sad-eyed girls stood in front of the head table and curtseyed. Radu tapped his fingers on his lips, surveyed them, and shook his head.

      “Does anyone know what’s going on?” asked Annette.

      A black-haired frumosi boy who usually asked jokey questions in class leaned forward. “Stop questioning them. Don’t attract any attention to us.”

      “I’m just ask—”

      “No,” he snapped. “Kat was mouthy, and I’m not having you take up the reins and getting us all absorbed. Put your fucking head down, shut up, and do what they say.”

      Annette looked at me, her eyes pleading at me to speak up. I turned my gaze back to the vampire girls. “He’s right.”

      Justine also shook her head, but Renée leaned forward, her eyes glittering. “So much variety.” She pointed at a blonde vampire girl standing next to Juno. “Where do you come from?”

      “Harding House, ma’am.”

      “You’re not a noble,” said Renée.

      The blonde shook her head. “I earned a scholarship to the Sanguine Academy, Ma’am.”

      Renée wrinkled her nose and pointed at an Indian vampire girl. “And you?”

      “Me?”

      Leaning forward, I drew my brows together. What was the big deal about the girls’ backgrounds?

      “Where are you from, my lovely?” asked Renée.

      “Rajah, Ma’am,” whispered the vampire.

      “Ooh!” The hunter clapped her hands together, making Radu chuckle. “Sit with me.”

      The Indian girl wrapped her arms around her middle and trembled. “No, please!”

      “Turn her to dust,” drawled Radu. “There is no room for rebellion in my regime.”

      With a whimpering cry, the Indian vampire sprinted around the head table and took a seat next to Renée. The blonde-haired hunter wrapped an arm around her quaking shoulders, pressed her lips to the girl’s temple, and whispered soothing words into her ear.

      A sound turned my attention to the doors at the back of the head table, where the male vampires returned holding bowls of French onion soup with garlic bread, and shots of what appeared to be bloodroot.

      As the vampire boys served the soup, I glanced back at Renée, who stroked the girl’s shiny, black hair and purred into her ear. Tears streamed down the vampire’s cheeks, and my chest tightened. At least vampires had to get a frumosi’s permission before feeding. Renée didn’t seem to care that the girl wanted to get away.

      “Aren’t you eating?” asked Annette.

      “I’m not in the mood.” I still needed to keep my blood attractive for Dante and Nero, who needed healing. Eating two of the most potent blood repellants—onion and garlic—might hurt the boys in their weakened states.

      “Suit yourself.” The frumosi boy from earlier snatched my garlic bread and dunked it into his soup.

      My gaze skipped back to Renée, who groped the Indian girl over her white tunic, to the other girls wandering over to the tables occupied by uniformed hunters. A male hunter grabbed the blonde Renée had rejected and pulled her onto his knee, making her shriek.

      “It’s disgusting,” whispered Annette.

      Clamping my lips shut, I focussed on the bigger picture. Instead of small rebellions that could get me killed, I needed to bond with the boys to obtain enough magic to help the onion woman summon the spirit that would banish Radu.

      As the group of vampire girls passed Zarah’s table, Juno cried, “Help me.”

      Zarah gave her a warm smile. “Sit with me, if you like.”

      “Thank you!” Juno lowered herself into the seat next to Zarah and rested her head on the smaller girl’s shoulder.

      A new set of male vampires returned with plates of roasted chicken with potatoes and vegetables. I pushed my French Onion soup to the middle of the table and sat straighter in my seat.

      The doors opened. Captain Tanar and Lady Mantis walked through the dining room, each wearing the same white tunics as the girls. The captain caught my eye and gave me a look he probably thought was significant.

      I lowered my gaze. If he thought I would meet him in secret, form a bond so he could power up and kill the hunters, he was mistaken.

      “Zarah!” Juno placed a hand on Zarah’s forehead, seeming to push her away. But the blue-haired vampire’s torc flared a vicious shade of red, and the sizzle of burning flesh filled the air. A scream ripped from Juno’s throat.

      “What the hell?” muttered the boy who had taken my garlic bread.

      As Juno let out gasping whimpers, Zarah dipped her napkin in her glass of water and dabbed at the other girl’s burns.

      Juno eventually calmed, and Zarah opened her mouth, revealing a mouthful of fangs. My mouth fell open, and a gasp caught in the back of my throat. Every single tooth had lengthened and sharpened into points. A heartbeat later, Zarah clamped her jaws around Juno, who opened her mouth in a silent scream.

      “Oh, fuck,” I whispered. If Zarah had already adapted to feeding on vampire blood, it meant that she had made the full transformation in less than a month.

      Up at the table, the hunters fed on their vampires. Radu placed Lady Mantis on his lap and bit down on her throat. He rubbed her belly with his large hand, as though that might increase the flow of blood. Next to him, Renée fed on the Indian girl, who cried and shuddered with pain, and on the other side, Justine fed on Captain Tanar.

      Throughout this violation, the captain kept his eyes on me. It was as though he was convinced I was the key to saving us all.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t finish my meal, and neither could anyone at our table. It was one thing to see a monster like Radu and his lieutenants feed on vampires, but it was another to witness Zarah doing the same. Zarah, who had been too cowardly to refuse a vampire her blood. Zarah, who had become vamp-struck and whored herself out to younger students.

      Now Zarah was a bigger predator than any vampire at the academy. She was worse because she fed on the life-force of her own kind.

      Instead of following the crowd to the Frumosi Tower, I walked to the boys’ suite, needing to be alone after everything I had seen. My gaze blurred on the walk through the hallways, and my steps dragged on the smooth, marble floor. Right now, my classmates would want to talk about the hunters, and I couldn’t get caught participating in a conversation like that if Justine was lurking about to eavesdrop.

      A chill permeated the boys’ reception room, partly due to its size and partly due to the knockers no longer tending to the fireplace. Not bothering to take off my uniform, I crawled into Nero’s bed and wrapped my arm around his pillow. It smelled of spices and home and belonging.

      Tears streamed from my eyes and soaked into the pillow. Everything was so messed up. I even felt bad for Captain Tanar, who didn’t deserve an ounce of my sympathy. Exhaustion weighed my bones and pulled me into a deep slumber. Right now, I never wanted to wake.
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        * * *

      

      I’m not sure how much time passed. Hours, probably, when gentle kisses on my eyelids woke me from my slumber. I opened my eyes to find Raphael smiling down at me. We lay together in the dark with a single candle illuminating his underground lair. My heart filled with love as I took in his warm smile and familiar green eyes.

      “Raph.” I reached up and brushed a strand of copper hair off his face. “How are they?”

      “No change. Gates has gone out to fetch some more aloe vera.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “How was your first day of school with the hunters?”

      Pain tore at my heart, and I turned my face to the wall. “I should have listened to you when you told me to kill Zarah.”

      Raphael wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me into his hard chest. “If it’s about Dante and Nero’s injuries, Zarah’s information would have incriminated them regardless of whether she was dead or alive.”

      “No.” A sob caught in the back of my throat. “She brought the hunters. They’re worse than Captain Tanar described.”

      The entire story spilled from my lips, and I told him how Zarah had led them through the academy and proclaimed they were here to save us. But they were now using the vampires as food and the frumosi as fuel to boost their power.

      Raphael nodded throughout my tale, not seeming surprised. Perhaps stories about hunters had circulated among the vampires. I didn’t bother to ask.

      When I told him about Zarah’s transformation and what Justine had done to the werewolves, his mouth gaped open.

      “They’re going to turn you into a person like that?” he asked.

      “Not if I think of something first.” I trusted Raphael with my life, but I kept quiet about the onion woman’s plan. I couldn’t guarantee that a hunter wasn’t listening around the corner. “But their presence here is my fault.”

      He shook his head. “They were probably looking for a way into the academy. It would have been a matter of time before they broke through the wards.”

      I drew him down for a kiss. Right now, I needed a loving touch to balance out all the horror I’d witnessed these past few hours. I’d seen things I hadn’t known were possible, and I longed to regain my ignorance. Longed for a world without supernatural beings.

      Raphael broke away from my lips, his gaze darting to the other side of the lair, presumably where Dante and Nero slept. “I hate to ask, but—”

      “We need to get to work right away.” I drew back, raised my hips off the dog bed, and pulled down my panties. “Don’t stop. Keep milking me for nectar, and no matter how much I beg, don’t let me orgasm until I’ve produced enough to heal their wounds.”
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      Over the next few hours, the lair became dark and hot. Dark because my thrashing had knocked over the oil lamp and extinguished its flame, so we only had a single candle for light. Hot because of Raphael.

      He kept me on the brink of orgasm the entire night, driving me to the heights of ecstasy until I thought I would die of frustration. Sweat drenched my trembling body, and my throat became hoarse from all that moaning.

      I jerked, spasmed, begged for release, but he continued stimulating me with his hands and lips and tongue. Every few minutes, he scooped my fluids and fed them to his brothers, giving me a break from the sweet torment, but he quickly returned to arouse me again.

      My mouth dried. My heart spasmed in time with the twitching of my core. My pulse pounded in my ears like a battering ram. I even grabbed hold of his erection, but he moved my hand away, showing me no mercy, not even when I pleaded.

      “Just a little bit more.” He sucked on the column of my neck. “Most of the burns on their skin have healed.”

      “It’s over?” I bucked against the fingers circling my clit.

      “Their stomach wounds are still festering.” Raphael pumped the fingers of his other hand in and out of my channel.

      “Oh!” My eyes crossed, making me see two candle flames flickering against the earthen walls. “Maybe we need a break.”

      “Sorry,” he whispered. “Without Dr. Grannus treating them, we’re completely reliant on you. I’ll be as quick as I can, then you’ll get what you need.”

      A sob burst from my throat. How much of this could I take?

      He continued teasing me, milking me, driving me crazy for longer. I lost track of time and even forgot my name at one point, the sensations were that excruciating. The pressure building up in my core intensified, making me feel like a tire about to burst. It spread up to my diaphragm, turning my breaths shallow.

      “Fuck me,” I cried. “If you don’t pound me hard, something’s going to rupture.”

      Raphael returned from feeding his brothers, leaned over me, and sighed. “Alright.”

      His lips pressed on mine in the gentlest of kisses, but I wanted more. Sticking my tongue between his lips, I clamped my arms around his neck and drew him closer. Making love was for another time. Right now, I just needed him inside me.

      Raphael growled, the sound making my nipples tingle. I reached down at his boxers, pulled them down his hips, and wrapped my hand around his hot, pulsing erection.

      “Oh, Alicia,” he whispered into my neck. “You’re unbelievable.”

      The head of his penis slipped through my sopping folds and stretched my opening wide. Then my muscles pulled him in.

      Raphael shuddered. “I’ve wanted to make love to you for hours.”

      “Fuck me hard,” I whispered.

      He slid himself to the hilt, the feel of being filled giving me relief and soothing my frayed nerves. I wrapped my arms around his broad, muscular back and trapped his hips with my legs.

      “Please.” My word came out a desperate whimper.

      He drew back and forth, pumping himself into me like he was the one who needed healing. It was hard. It was fast. It was exactly what I needed. Bolts of pleasure shot from our joined flesh and made my clit throb. I bucked against him, increasing the friction, waiting for something to snap.

      “Cum as many times as you like,” he said between panting breaths.

      The first orgasm tore through my body like a whirlwind. Pleasure swirled around my core, picking up speed the faster Raphael thrust. I clung onto him, riding the out-of-control sensations like I was swept up in a cyclone on my way to Oz.

      Moments later, Raphael stiffened and then shuddered out his climax.

      “Thank you,” he whispered as my spasms settled. He pressed his lips to mine and slid his hand between our bodies. “I know it wasn’t easy for you.”

      A fresh wave of pleasure swept me up in another powerful climax. This time, I arched my back and dug my nails into Raphael’s shoulder. “Aaaah!”

      “You’re so amazing,” he whispered. “So perfect for us.”

      I closed my eyes and fell back, wondering if he included Gates in that definition.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I awoke, I was wrapped up in Nero’s sheets, holding onto his pillow. My muscles ached from all that straining, and a pang of sorrow struck my heart. That time in the first term, when I had burned through Raphael’s digestive system with sunstone-infused blood, it had only taken one session to heal Raphael.

      Did Dr. Grannus’ treatment make that much of a difference, or had the infrared weapons and the sun cell made things worse? It seemed an unusually cruel punishment for schoolboys with royal connections. Had Lady Mantis ordered the attacks and imprisonment with a higher motive than revenge?

      Someone knocked on the door.

      I raised my head. “Who is it?”

      It creaked open, and Zarah stepped in, her gaze down at the floor. She wore the burgundy uniform of a hunter, but her shoulders drooped, and she wrapped her arms around her middle. “You have a lesson in a few hours.”

      Dropping back down to the mattress, I threw the covers over my head. “Come back later, then.”

      “We need to talk,” she said.

      “About what?”

      “Where were you last night?”

      I clenched my teeth and sat up in bed. If this was the start of another blackmail effort, I would slice her throat. “What’s it to you?”

      “Lord Radu wanted you watched.”

      “Did he also want you to creep on me in the middle of the night?” I snapped.

      “You’re doing it again,” she said.

      “What?” I pulled the covers up to my collarbone and glowered into her pale, green eyes.

      “You get really defensive when you’re up to something.”

      I bristled. Zarah was right, but I’d be damned if I would acknowledge that. “Has it occurred to you that I might despise all the unwanted attention?”

      “Where did you go?” she asked.

      “For a walk.”

      “Where?”

      “The hallways. The stairs.” I waved an arm around to indicate anywhere and everywhere. “My body clock is messed up from two terms of sleeping during the day. Is that a crime now? Are you going to have your new family barge in on me in my most private moments because I’m struggling?”

      Zarah crossed the room and lowered herself onto the edge of the bed. I opened my third eye, watching out for creeping tentacles. Blood-drinking and life-force-stealing aside, there was something seriously wrong with that girl.

      She stared up at me through her lashes. “How did you learn frumosi magic without bloodroot?”

      A palpitation reverberated through my chest, causing me to stiffen. This version of Zarah was more astute than the girl who had blackmailed me into helping her escape. And yet, I longed for the days when she was half-conscious from the exertions of being the Coven of Bitches’ blood whore.

      “The only thing I had left of my father were some hand-written notes about meditation,” I pulled the covers closer around my chest. “When I was younger, I used to do those exercises and feel like I could connect with him.”

      “He’s the frumosi, right?” she asked.

      I nodded, hoping Zarah would be satisfied with my explanation.

      “Did you know the vampires tried to suppress our magic?” she said.

      My eyes narrowed. Professor Proust had wanted us to develop our powers, but he hadn’t known how to teach us. Clearly, Zarah had spent time with Justine and had learned her tricky way of questioning.

      Swinging my legs out of bed, I said, “Did they?”

      “So, how could you develop powers in an oppressive atmosphere?”

      “No idea.” I padded across the room to the reception area.

      “Where are you going?”

      “For a shower.” I glared at her over my shoulder. “Do you want to watch?”

      Her heart chakra bloomed a fluorescent green, and pink spots appeared on her cheeks. I kept a neutral expression, not wanting to acknowledge what that could mean, and left for the shower.
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        * * *

      

      Zarah wasn’t waiting for me when I stepped out of the bathroom, but there wasn’t time to relax. I longed to venture further down the basement and find Raphael, but Zarah was probably watching out to see where I disappeared outside classes.

      After dressing, I made my way up to the dining room, where a buffet of bread, cheese, and cold meats had been left out. Frumosi students and former knockers sat around the tables amongst a few of the lower-ranking hunters. The atmosphere felt surprisingly subdued for an academy under siege.

      Later, we walked en masse to the ballroom, where Radu chatted on the dance floor with Justine, Renée, and about twelve other hunters in burgundy leather. The women all stood six feet tall, and the men at least six-four. I wondered if Radu chose the statuesque as his inner circle or if they grew as a result of their parasitic tendencies.

      “Good afternoon, my children!” his voice boomed through the ballroom.

      “Good afternoon, Lord Radu,” we chorused like a bunch of primary school children.

      With a dazzling smile, he walked around the crowds of students and former knockers. “Bloodroot is an important aspect of unlocking your magic, but many of my dear frumosi will never achieve their full potential.”

      I glanced around the room at the frowning students, hoping that this wasn’t another excuse to absorb someone’s life-force.

      “Why?” he asked. “Because many of you have experienced psychological damage at the hands of vampires.”

      He had to be talking about the knockers. My throat convulsed, and I wrung my hands. Did my few days of being a knocker mean I was also afflicted?

      Justine cleared her throat. “When you reach our level of magic, you can see the impurities vampires have left on the frumosi. The sooner you cleanse yourself of their taint, the sooner you’ll conduct lives of authenticity.”

      “Take this girl.” Radu placed his hand on the head of the young woman who used to work in the beauty salon. “The vampires programmed her not to react to pain.”

      Renée walked over from where she stood by the stage and stood in front of the cowering ex-knocker. Transparent tendrils of magic curled out from her throat and chakra, wrapped around the girl’s solar plexus, and pulled out several worm-sized pieces of black energy.

      Everyone gasped, making me wonder whether they could see Renée’s tendrils or just the black magic leaving the girl’s body.

      My heart thudded, and I hoped the hunters wouldn’t find anything so terrible inside my chakras.

      “Let’s see.” Radu glanced around the room, and his gaze landed on me.

      I shot Justine a helpless look. She told me to stay away from her precious lord. Now he was heading in my direction. She raised a shoulder and gave me a half-smile, which I hoped meant that she wouldn’t blame me for attracting Radu’s attention.

      The golden-haired monster beamed at me with inhumanly large, white teeth. “My dear girl, your chakras are trembling!”

      “Sorry,” I whispered.

      He stopped a few feet away and raised a gloved hand. “Come to me.”

      The low purr in his command turned my stomach. On legs that felt like they would give way, I took one step toward Radu and then another until I stood before the giant. At that moment, my entire consciousness focussed on Radu, feeling like a mouse caught in the glare of a lion.

      He chuckled. “You are watching me.”

      Maybe he meant that I had activated my third eye. I didn’t bother to ask what he meant.

      “Let me see…” One of his tendrils rubbed against my crown chakra, making my spine stiffen. His eyes twinkled. “And now you are feeling me.”

      I clenched my teeth and focussed on the beauty spot below his pouty lips. It looked like something people used to paste onto their faces in the days of Louis XIV. Radu’s touch felt like being strangled by an incorporeal boa constrictor. It was at the edge of my consciousness, but my instincts screamed at me to escape.

      My mind blanked, and I forced breaths in and out of my nostrils to stop myself from fainting. I had to endure this, or Radu might consider me unworthy for training and then absorb my life-force.

      “How fascinating,” he drawled. “You have been mesmerized. Several times.”

      “What?” I looked into his blue eyes.

      The corner of his lip curled. “Oh, yes. And not by the same vampire.”

      My breaths came in shallow pants. Someone had mesmerized me twice in my first term. There was the time I thought I was being attacked by giant vampire bats. Then the other time, Pigtails had tricked me into believing she was Raphael and locked me in a dungeon with Gates on his first transformation.

      But those were the only two occasions I’d been mesmerized, and Radu had said it had been several times.

      His large hand cupped my cheek. “Do not be afraid, my darling girl. We will explore your altered memories together.”

      Lowering my gaze, I swallowed hard. It wasn’t like I could refuse.

      In the first vision Radu triggered, I’d fallen, and Micalla looked into my eyes and offered me her hand. Unlike my recollection of the event, this time, I felt my crown chakra twisting into knots. I ignored her and walked away.

      After a time skip, I opened a classroom door and walked into vampire bats the size of cats.

      Radu’s magic wrapped around my head, and black bats flew out from my third eye chakra and poofed into smoke.

      “Childish pranks,” he muttered.

      The next memory was the one I had expected—my encounter with Gates’ werewolf. Radu tutted and pulled out the black energy like it was an extra-long snake. “If that werewolf had as much as scratched you, I would have lost a beautiful and potentially powerful companion.”

      I clamped my teeth together and swallowed hard. If I’d known that practicing with the onion woman would result in the attention of Radu cel Frumos, I might not have bothered.

      “Let’s see…” Radu’s perfect brows drew together. “This next one is complex and has been woven by a master.”

      My stomach dropped. “What do you mean?”

      “Unlike the first two that affected your perception, this altered your memories.”

      “They made me forget something?” I asked.

      “Not just memories,” he said. “Emotions.”

      I took a step back and swayed on my feet. Whatever he would show me would be disturbing, and I wasn’t sure if the knowledge would destroy my peace of mind.

      Sweat broke out across my brow. What the hell could he be talking about? After the werewolf incident, Professor Proust had looked into my memories, but no other vampire messed with my mind. I doubled over, gasping for air. If the illusion of Pigtails disguising herself as Raphael had taken the form of a snake, what the hell would Radu pull out?

      He glanced over my shoulder and waved someone over. Moments later, a hunter brought a chair and ushered me to sit. I lowered myself into the seat. Radu knelt at my side and placed his oversized hand on my leg.

      “Don’t worry.” His soft murmur made my skin want to crawl away and hide. “I will clean you of the vampire’s taint.”

      I gave Radu a shaky nod, all the while wondering who on earth had violated me.

      Still kneeling at my feet, and tendrils of magic snaked out from his vast, energy body. What I could only describe as oversized worms slithered over my crown and heart chakras. They burrowed beneath dark patches and eased them out. My stomach twisted, and my lungs froze. Every instinct wanted me to scream at the intrusion, but I clenched my teeth and endured.

      Radu lifted off black debris, which he flung into the air, where they remained as malevolent specters. The more he removed, the more memories he uncovered. One was of me sitting in a restaurant with Steve asking me for permission to marry Mom. My throat thickened. I’d thought he barely knew I existed.

      More and more memories resurfaced—Mom helping me into my bridesmaid dress, Steve taking me to a party when Mom hadn’t been feeling well, the doctor telling us that Mom’s baby would be a boy, me at Mom’s hospital bedside with baby Daniel in my arms. My heart expanded, encompassing the love I felt for Mom and Steve and Daniel. The memories kept coming and coming until they overwhelmed my senses.

      “No.” How on earth could the vampires have suppressed so much?

      Radu’s face hardened. “The removal of your familial ties was a particularly harsh violation.”

      Mom hadn’t excluded me when she remarried. All those memories of me standing at the sidelines watching her, Steve, and little Daniel act as a family without me had been fabricated. We had been a family. Tears continued to roll down my cheeks.

      I’d said goodnight to Daniel in the hallway of the Velvet Lounge on the day of my abduction.

      Raphael had stolen my love for my family. He had left me with a need to belong and stepped in with his brothers to fill that gap.

      I had been a fool.

      Next, I stood in the hallway outside the ballroom, and Nero showed me images of each member of my family, twisted and dead and bleeding—murdered by the vampires.

      Grief tore through my insides like a hurricane, leaving agony in its wake. I had known they were dead, but not like this. Slumping forward on my hair, I rasped out, “No more.”

      “Sorry, my dear.” Radu held me upright with his shoulder on my palm, sounding genuinely remorseful. “But you must know the truth, no matter how painful.”

      The final memory Raphael had erased was an incident at the beginning of term when I had told the boys I wouldn’t exchange blood with them or suck their dicks. Nero had worked out that I held something against them, and mesmerized me into revealing that I had hidden a baggie of ashes in Frumosi Tower. By the time they had gone to search for the evidence, it had gone.

      The boys had assumed that the knockers had cleared it away. They had. And they’d given it to Captain Tanar, who later used it against us.

      Nero had decided to let me think I still had leverage against the boys. I supposed it was his way of keeping me sassy.

      But this memory paled in comparison to Raphael making me feel like I’d been an outsider in my own family.

      Sorrow surged in my chest, and I choked out a sob. “Why would the vampires go so far?”

      “Manipulation and violation is the way of the vampire.” Radu pulled me into his arms and let me cry. His large hand rubbed up and down my back.

      “No more classes for you, sweet child.” He gathered my limp body into his arms and carried me through the ballroom. “Sleep, and after resting, you will help me find the vampires who raped your mind.”
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      Darkness swirled in my mind, blank and warm and welcoming. I reveled in it, wanted to lose myself within its depths, but a larger-than-average hand stroked my bare back, returning me to awareness. Every muscle in my body stiffened. This wasn’t Raphael, Gates, or any of the Stryx brothers.

      It was Radu.

      The hand withdrew, as though its owner thought it was bad manners to grope a naked girl when she was awake enough to shudder in disgust. With a trembling breath, I turned around and opened my eyes.

      Radu stood at my bedside, staring down at me with concern etched in his blue eyes. We were in a bedroom much larger than any of the boys, with ivory furniture arranged against walls decorated with damask paper.

      The huge man tilted his head and smiled. “Are you feeling better, my dear?”

      As I pulled myself up to sitting, the silk bedsheets slid across my bare breasts. “Why am I naked?”

      Radu’s eyes dropped down to my shoulders, widening a fraction in faux-surprise. “You hyperventilated. I did not want you to overheat.”

      “I’ll have my clothes back, please.”

      “Of course,” he said, not moving to fetch me so much as a pair of panties.

      The memory of Mom, Steve, and Daniel’s dead bodies rose to the surface of my mind, their throats cut, and their lifeless eyes staring into nothing. Grief, fresh and jagged and bitter, surged through my insides. It shattered my heart, splintering it into jagged shards that pierced every organ, and tore a sob from my throat.

      My spine curled forward, and I clapped my hands to my face. They were dead. Murdered. By vampires.

      The side of the bed dipped, and gravity leaned my body into Radu’s hulking form. With the sweeping of a massive arm, the monster drew me to his side and filled my nose with lavender perfume.

      “I know,” he crooned. “The vampires have taken much from us.”

      I continued sobbing and drowning in my grief. Radu’s voice pierced the edges of my consciousness.

      “It is not enough that they murder your family and suppress your memories of them? But they took away your love. Unforgivable!”

      “Why?” I croaked.

      “Frumosi are a precious commodity,” he replied. “We are the most powerful supernatural beings in the world, and vampires wish to direct that power for their own means.”

      I knew that. The use of knockers to maintain the wards and their training us to become familiars was a testament to the vampires’ desire to control us.

      What I didn’t understand was why Raphael went one step further and made me think Mom had shut me out of the family. Had it been to create a gap in my heart that only he and his brothers could fill?

      “You have heard of Stockholm syndrome, yes?” Radu’s hand rested on my hip.

      “Yes.” I shuffled back, but he held me in place.

      “From what I gleaned, the Stryx brothers needed you to complete a magical pact.” He paused, perhaps to see if I knew what he was talking about.

      When I didn’t speak or flinch, he continued. “This type of magical pact is something my daughter Belinda developed. A deep mating bond to join the power of a frumosi to a vampire.”

      “What does it do?” I asked.

      “It cures the vampire’s thirst, returns his soul, and grants him or her the ability to walk in the sun,” replied Radu. “He retains his vampire strengths but with none of the weaknesses.”

      “They become day-walkers?” I tilted my head up and stared into his mane of golden ringlets.

      He chuckled, the sound harsh and bitter. “The genius of the magical pact occurs when there are more than two vampires. Belinda bonded with vampire brothers, linked their chakras, and amplified their magic. They live on an island secured by impenetrable wards. Not even I can enter to punish her treachery.”

      “Oh.”

      The old me would have salivated over this knowledge. I would have asked how Radu’s daughter had linked the brothers’ magic. But my eyes were wide open, and I could see Raphael, Dante, and Nero for what they were. Manipulative, blackmailing, love-stealing parasites.

      Radu drew back and stared into my eyes. “Where are the Stryx brothers hiding?”

      “I don’t know.”

      His brows drew together. “You don’t?”

      I shook my head. No matter how much they had hurt me, I couldn’t reveal to Radu that Raphael had dug an underground burrow. Besides, I really didn’t know its location.

      “If you find them, I want to ask why they changed my memories to make it look like I didn’t love my family.”

      Radu gave me a gentle smile. “You can be assured that they will suffer for their wickedness.”

      A heavy knock on the door turned our attention.

      “Enter,” said Radu.

      Renée strolled into the room. Her gaze lingered on my naked form covered by a thin, silk sheet, and it snapped back to Radu. “We’ve captured three vampires. Two of them suffering sunburn, as Tanar described. They won’t talk.”

      A spasm of fear gripped my heart. Had Raphael been sneaking around looking for me? I was furious with him, with all three brothers for messing with my emotions, but that didn’t mean I wanted to side with the hunters. And I certainly didn’t want to become Radu’s favorite.

      “Is Alicia ready to identify them?” asked Renée.

      “Alicia needs to rest,” said Radu. “Make the vampires comfortable until I am ready to bring her to see them.”

      The female hunter inclined her head and backed out of the room.

      Nausea swirled in the pit of my gut. I needed to get out of here. Needed to find out who the hunters had captured. How much did Raphael know about the onion woman? She was the key to setting us all free.

      I leaned back into his thick arm, trying to make eye contact with the monster. “Lord Radu—”

      He placed a thick finger on my lips. “Hush, child. Identifying the vampires who violated you can wait. You need time to recover and grieve.”

      “Why are you so kind to me?”

      “I see your potential.” He ran the backs of his fingers down my cheek. “You are very much like my granddaughters, Renée and Justine, when they were young, born with active magic that needed the barest of training.”

      My throat spasmed. Now was probably the time to tell him that my magic wasn’t a natural occurrence, and I’d spent a term developing my skills, but he would probably want to meet the onion woman. I couldn’t risk anyone disturbing her from completing the ritual to banish Radu.

      “Lord Radu,” I said, “I’m no one special—”

      “With my guidance, I can elevate you to my fourth-in-command. You saw what Justine did to the werewolves, yes? And you saw us defeat the vampires in the dining room. Wouldn’t you like that sort of power?”

      I lowered my gaze to my lap. The onion woman had wanted me to increase my power, so we could join forces and summon that spirit. But after discovering what Raphael and Nero had done, I didn’t feel like being mated to anyone.

      “Would it mean drinking vampire blood?” I whispered.

      Radu chuckled. “You are young! When you get your first wrinkle, you will change your mind about feeding on vampires.”

      My shoulders relaxed. Maybe I could play along with the hunters until I got a chance to escape. “What about absorbing other frumosi?”

      “That is non-negotiable, I’m afraid.” He pressed his lips on the crown of my head. “We do not absorb our brethren lightly.”

      He ran his huge hand down my bare back, making me cringe. Then he snatched it away and drew back, the absence of his weight on the mattress letting me sit straight.

      “I disgust you.” This wasn’t a question.

      Turning to the figure in burgundy leather, I gulped. His armor clung to muscles that bulged like an ox’s, and his ridiculously feminine eyes and lips looked bizarre on that colossal face. His only attractive feature was the ringlets of golden hair tumbling down his shoulders, but they suited a little girl. It was hard to imagine any woman not finding him revolting.

      Pushing down my emotions, I said, “You’re my great-great-something grandfather.”

      “We are barely related.” Radu raised a massive shoulder.

      I dipped my head and gave it a gentle shake. “I’m sorry, My Lord, but I see you more of a rescuer and a father figure.”

      Radu didn’t reply for a long time, and my stomach dropped. Men never enjoyed rejection, and I couldn’t imagine one like Radu appreciating a reminder of his age.

      I opened my third eye, but his chakras shone so brightly and so wide, I couldn’t see anything else of the man — not even tentacles of magic racing toward me as punishment for my insolence.

      Drawing my shoulders up to my ears, I waited for him to strike.

      “Very well,” he said with a sigh. “You will change your mind in time.”

      My shoulders loosened a fraction, but it was too early to relax. I would never change my mind about Radu. Not just because I found him and his hunters revolting but because I planned on escaping this boudoir the moment I got a chance.

      “Will you join me for dinner?” he asked.

      “I’m not very hungry.”

      He leaned close and pressed another kiss on my head. “I’ll send for a companion to bring your bloodroot and keep you company.”

      A jailor.

      As Radu’s heavy footsteps clomped to the door, I stared at the man’s broad back and shuddered. He was as wide as Raphael, Dante, and Nero squeezed together. How on earth did a mammoth like that expect to have sex with a woman my size?

      At the doorway, he paused and gave me a gentle smile. “Perhaps tomorrow, you will feel ready to identify the Stryx brothers.”

      I nodded.

      He stepped out and let the door click shut. I scrambled around the bed, looking for traces of my school uniform, but they were gone. The miserable bastard had stripped me of everything, including my underwear.

      I couldn’t feel any signs of being penetrated, but if I stayed in this maniac’s bedroom, it was only a matter of time before his hands and mammoth dick would wander to my side of the bed.

      Large, ornately-carved wardrobes stood at both sides of the room. I rushed to the left and flung one open. It contained multiple suits of armor, mostly leather but some chainmail. I ran around the bed to the other side of the room and opened that wardrobe to find a rail crammed with summer dresses and cashmere cardigans.

      These had to belong to Miss Margolyes.

      The door opened, and panic lanced through my heart. I spun, clapping an arm over my chest and a hand over my crotch to find Zarah hovering at the doorway.

      Her mouth formed a perfect O.

      “Do you mind?” I snapped.

      Her cheeks pinked. “Lord Radu didn’t tell me you’d be naked.”

      “Turn around!”

      “No.” She raised her chin.

      Irritation fizzled across my skin. “What?”

      “Lord Radu told me you needed watching.”

      “I don’t think he meant for you to gape at me while I got changed. Turn around and give me some privacy!”

      Zarah stormed into the room with her fists clenched. “You can’t make me do anything.”

      I ground my teeth, wishing I wore at least a pair of panties, so I had a free hand to slap across her face. “It’s common decency not to watch girls get changed.”

      “And I’m tired of you bossing me around.” She bared her teeth. “It started the moment we met. You made me feel like shit for not trying to escape the back of the van, then you nagged and whined when Micalla and the others took an interest in me.”

      “But they were feeding on your blood!” I shouted. What the hell was wrong with Zarah? She’d re-written history and made me the villain.

      Her bottom lip trembled. “I can’t even avenge myself on those girls because you and the Stryx brothers killed them.”

      Tendrils of transparent magic streamed out from her chakras.

      I stepped back, heart racing from scared to panic. “What are you doing?”

      “What I should have done the moment the vampires dumped you in the back of the van.”

      “Wait!”

      “No, I won’t.” She advanced on me, her green eyes blazing. “Why do sluts like you have all the luck with men?”

      My eyes bulged. This wasn’t Zarah. She had never expressed an interest in becoming the consort or concubine of any male vampire. Had Radu’s interest in her caused her to form a crush?

      “But you don’t even like men!” I choked out.

      “Never got the chance.” Her face twisted with disgust. “Not with you around flaunting yourself at the Stryx brothers. I kissed Dante’s foot, and he never even noticed me, not even when I had bite marks on my neck.”

      My mouth opened and closed. There was no sane response to a comment like that.

      “And now you’ve seduced Lord Radu—”

      “Nothing happened,” I said.

      “But you’re going to,” she snapped. “It will be last term all over again. You sitting with the best man in the room, lording it over us, while the other girls get scraps.”

      “Zarah.” I shook my head. “It’s not like that.”

      She snarled, snaking tendrils of magic through the air. “It won’t be. I’ll see to that.”

      My stomach plummeted to the marble floor. She was going to absorb my life-force, just as she had absorbed Kat’s. As soon as that thought flickered through my mind, a realization hit me upside the head.

      Raising both palms in the air, I said, “Zarah, wait. I think I know what’s happening.”

      Her tendrils danced around my body, barely skimming my chakras. “Go on. Tell me.”

      “It’s Kat. You took her magic, and now you’ve taken her hatred of me.”

      “Don’t be stupid.” One of her tendrils smacked me on the shoulder.

      “Think!” I yelled. “You’ve never lusted after boys before. That time the Stryx brothers approached you half-naked, you were terrified.”

      She shook her head. “They just took me by surprise.”

      “You weren’t trying to look. And you offered them your blood, not sex. Kat’s the one who hated me for becoming their concubine, not you.”

      “Maybe I’ve hated you all along.” One of Zarah’s tendrils rubbed against the hand covering my crotch.

      My shoulders stiffened. I couldn’t prove that Kat’s essence had poisoned Zarah, and there weren’t any other hunters to confirm my theory, let alone stop her from feeding on my life-force.

      Zarah licked her lips, and the invisible transparent tendrils of magic quivered. “What would happen if I absorbed you? I would have all your potential and more. The spark that turns men into lapdogs in your presence.”

      “You’ve got it all wrong.” I shook my head.

      Radu and the Stryx brothers only found my magic attractive because of what it could do for them. It was never about me. But I couldn’t make Zarah understand.

      “Lord Radu would favor me!” Zarah giggled.

      “Don’t do this,” I said. “Please.”

      Her eyes hardened. “You’ve left me no choice.”

      A tendril of her magic thrust into my solar plexus, sending a spike of pain through my diaphragm. I screamed and tried to wrap my hand around it, but it slipped through. Yellow magic flowed from my chakra to Zarah’s, making her eyes glow electric blue.

      “You taste delicious. Not bitter, like Kat.”

      “Stop!” I cried.

      Zarah’s tendril pierced my heart chakra, and she sucked green magic into her body. “Oooh! You’re such a love-bunny. What happens if I suck your sacral chakra? Will I become horny, like you?”

      I closed my eyes and tried to fight back. My hands hovered over the streams of stolen magic, and I pushed my power into them the way I had done when Dante had tried to take my menstrual blood.

      A fizzle of magic filled the air, and Zarah screamed. “What are you doing?”

      “What I should have done when you set me up at the end of the first term!” Still keeping my eyes closed, I burned one tendril of her magic and then another. And another.

      Zarah withdrew her magic back into her body. “You’re such a bitch!”

      “So are you!” I lurched forward, the power of sunlight streaming through my hand, and slapped her hard across the cheek.

      She flew back several feet and yelped. “What is this?”

      “Me giving you a taste of what it feels like to prey on the weak!” I slammed my fist into her face.

      Zarah’s head snapped back, and blood poured from her nose. “That fucking hurt!”

      “It’s supposed to.” I kicked her in the stomach, making her double over.

      Harsh, wracking sobs filled her chest. “Why?”

      “Oh, shut up.” I threaded my fingers into her lank hair and threw her into the wall.

      She landed with a smack and fell into the floor. “You bloody bitch.” Transparent tentacles as thick as her arms emerged from her body. “Now, you’ve done it.”

      Baring my teeth, I stepped back. “If those touch me—”

      “You’ll die!” Her tongue darted out to lap at the blood pouring down her nose.

      “Think for a minute.” I raised both palms, trying to make her calm. “You don’t want to do this.”

      Strings of transparent magic shot out from my fingertips. They might have been tiny tendrils. I didn’t know. Didn’t have time to examine them, but I needed to do something unless I wanted to end up a naked husk devoid of color.

      Zarah’s thick tentacles crept toward me, as though they were too heavy to fly through the air. I continued backing away until my hamstrings hit the mattress, and I scrambled up, taking higher ground.

      Crying like a five-year-old about her broken nose, Zarah pulled herself to her feet and swayed. The tentacles made their slow ascent up the side of the bed, making all the blood drained from my face. If one of those things so much as touched me, it would siphon my life force faster than I could react.

      “I’m going to kill you,” she snarled. “Then I’ll hide your body.”

      “You’d have to be able to lift it first.” I kicked her hard in the face, making her fall back into the open wardrobe.

      My heart flip-flopped. Now was my chance. If I showed mercy on her, she’d come back at me twice as hard. The Stryx brothers had told me Zarah needed killing. As had the onion woman, but each time I let her survive, it had backfired.

      And showing her an ounce of mercy by walking away would result in my eventual death. Maybe not right away and maybe not tomorrow, but Zarah would return to finish the job she had started.

      “You’re going to give back the life-force you’ve stolen.” I raised my hands and let the tendrils of magic surge toward her. They pierced through her chakras, and yellow light raced toward me.

      The emptiness in my solar plexus refilled with the magic she had taken. Letting my eyes flutter closed, I inhaled a deep breath, savoring the return of my life-force. Next, the tendrils sucked orange magic from her sacral chakra. I furrowed my brow. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I needed the green magic she had stolen from my heart.

      “Please!” Zarah flapped around like a caught fish. “Stop.”

      I clenched my teeth and tried to pull my magic away, but they remained embedded in Zarah’s body.

      Footsteps echoed close, and the door slammed open. I raised my head and twisted around to find Justine sauntering toward us, her incomplete face stretched into a grin. “You’ve decided to become one of us, then?”

      “No!” I cried.

      She tilted her head to the side and rocked forward. “Look at you, absorbing Zarah like a natural. Lord Radu was right. You’re a prodigy!”

      “But I don’t want to—”

      “Pull your tendrils back, then,” she said, her voice filled with mirth. “You can’t, because you thirst for power, just like us.”

      I yanked my arms back, but the tendrils remained hooked into Zarah’s floundering body, and streams of light entered mine. Red, violet, indigo, blue, and finally green.

      Zarah’s soul-star chakra flickered like a broken lightbulb, and then it died, just as the color leached out of her skin and hair.

      The tendrils pulled themselves back into my fingers, and I fell onto my knees, staring at my traitorous hands.

      “You’re one of us now,” said Justine. “A Radite.”

      I shook my head. “No. I didn’t mean to—”

      “It’s in your nature.” Justine patted me on the shoulder. “Embrace the power. Slake your thirst. Some of your classmates aren’t cut out for becoming hunters. That black girl with the braids is failing. I’ll let you absorb her when she stumbles.”

      The older hunter walked back toward the reception area of Captain Tanar’s suite. She paused at the door and winked. “I would suggest you strip Zarah of her uniform, but you’re twice the size of that runt. Put something on and join us for dinner. Lord Radu would be delighted to see you feed on your first vampire.”
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      My eyes widened, and I staggered back, gaping at the woman standing in the doorway. The look on what was left of her face radiated satisfaction.

      My mind wound back to the strange conversation we’d had on our journey from the alpha’s cabin. She had asked me what I thought of Zarah. At the time, I thought she had been looking for ammunition to make me look like a traitor. But what if she had been sowing the seeds for me to attack her? To absorb Zarah’s stolen life force and become a monster… Just like her.

      “You set me up, didn’t you?” I whispered.

      Justine folded her arms across her chest. “Don’t flatter yourself. If you didn’t want to become one of us, you could have screamed for help.”

      “Would you have come running?” I asked.

      She grinned. “What do you think?”

      I swallowed back the bitter taste in my mouth. Of course, she wouldn’t. This had been one of those sink-or-swim tests. If I hadn’t developed the skills necessary to defend myself, then Zarah would have drained my life-force and left me the dead husk instead of her.

      “I’m glad you prevailed,” she said. “Radu only elevated that little rat because she knew the location of the academy.”

      “Oh.” I searched my heart for signs of guilt or sorrow, but all I felt was self-disgust.

      Justine shook her head. “Our lord is far too kind.”

      My legs shook, and I lowered myself onto the edge of the bed. “But you all but warned me to stay away from him.”

      “That was before you had proven yourself.” Justine placed her hands on her hips and gave me a wide smile. It might have been welcoming if she wasn’t such an obvious psychopath. “Now, you’re one of us.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are.” She walked through the room, her single eye fixed on me. “I saw you drain Zarah of every single ounce of life-force, down to the marrow. You enjoyed your power. Reveled in it.”

      “No.” I shook my head for emphasis, my voice trembling with a combination of resignation and dread. “You’re wrong.”

      As Justine approached, I flinched away, but she peered into the wardrobe and pulled out a black dress decorated with embroidered, silver stars. She studied it, dropped it to the ground, and turned back to the rack of clothes.

      My gaze flickered down to my fingertips. The tendrils had disappeared. I would have thought I’d imagined the whole episode, but Zarah’s inert body lay on the ground, her colorless eyes staring at me with accusation.

      After several moments, Justine pulled out a plain, black dress and threw it on my head. “Get dressed.”

      I pulled the garment onto my lap. “Why?”

      She rolled her eye. “Unlike Lord Radu, Renée, and Zarah, I prefer not to ogle naked girls, even if they enjoy parading themselves.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks, and I shoved the black dress over my head. It was a little too short and loose around the bust, but I’d just killed a girl and turned into a monster. Ill-fitting clothes were the least of my troubles.

      “What happens next?” I asked.

      “Radu will probably want to train you himself.” She turned on her heel and strolled toward the door. “You’re free to go wherever you like, terrorize whomever you wish, but Tanar is mine.”

      “It’s not like I want him.”

      She smirked, as though my rejection of Captain Tanar was some kind of victory to add to her vendetta against the vampire. “Have your tantrum, take time to come to terms with your new status. You’ll soon realize that no one will accept you but us.”

      She stepped through the doorway and gave me a jaunty wave.

      “I can leave and go wherever I want?”

      “That’s what I said.” The door swung shut.

      There wasn’t any point in opening my third eye. Whatever I had absorbed from Zarah had changed my vision so that energy now mixed in with my regular sight. It was like staring into a busy room. Everything was available to the naked eye, but I needed to focus to see whatever I wanted.

      Justine walked through the living area toward two hunters who stood in the hallway at either side of the door. I blew out a shuddering breath. She had planned this. Had she told Zarah to consume me so that I would fight back? Did Radu know? Maybe he was irritated with me because I found him disgusting.

      My shoulders sagged. I stepped over Zarah’s body, walked to the wardrobe, and pulled out a burgundy cardigan. After a pause, I waited for something to flare—horror, guilt, remorse, but nothing came. Had I become cold-blooded like Justine?

      I shook my head. Zarah hadn’t been innocent for a long time. She had chosen her side the moment she’d set me up for Micalla’s ambush.

      After finding a pair of slingbacks, I slipped them on, strolled to the mirror, and straightened my mahogany locks. My skin glowed with new vitality, stolen from Zarah, Kat, and whoever else Zarah had consumed during her time as a hunter.

      “Bloody hell,” I muttered to myself.

      Pulling my lips back, I examined my teeth for points. They were the same as usual and didn’t change, even when I thought about the time I’d lapped blood from Nero’s finger. Maybe I was still a frumosi but with extra powers.

      I walked into the reception area where Captain Tanar used to force me to give Miss Margolyes lessons on how to develop her frumosi magic. Back then, I had been frightened, but at least I had been myself.

      The door opened, and Renée strolled in. As soon as she met my eyes, her smile widened. “Welcome into the fold, sister. Are you leaving us already?”

      “I need food.”

      “Food?” She smirked.

      My stomach rumbled, and a spasm of hunger rippled through my insides. “I need to eat.”

      Renée pushed the door open. “We’ll go down to the kitchens. What do you fancy, male or female?”

      “What?” I frowned.

      “White, black, or Asian?” she said, as though we were ordering takeout.

      I clapped a hand over my mouth. “You’re talking about vampires.”

      “It’s not like you can eat solids.” She raised a leather-covered shoulder. “When you find someone you like, your teeth will sharpen to fangs, and then we’ll feed together.”

      “I’m not a—” I shook my head. “Can I be alone for a bit, please?”

      Renée shrugged. “Whatever you say. Don’t let your thirst linger for too long, or you’ll feed on any old rubbish.”

      “Right,” I muttered.

      She strolled out of the room, leaving me leaning with a shoulder against the wall and contemplating my predicament.

      There was a movie I once saw — one of Mom’s favorites from the eighties. A bunch of vampires moved into town and befriended a single Mom. They managed to turn the woman’s son into a vampire, but he wouldn’t completely turn until he had fed.

      I rubbed my temple. Wasn’t there another one starring Eddie Murphy and Angela Basset where she got rescued by a policeman because she wouldn’t feed and complete the transformation?

      “Why the hell am I learning everything from movies?” I muttered.

      Besides, I wasn’t a vampire. And there was nothing on TV about creatures that fed on them. I crossed the room and opened the door to find all the hunters had left, presumably to eat. After checking for signs of oversized chakras in my third eye and finding none, I rushed into the hallway, down the dark staircase, and into the basement.

      I needed the onion woman. She might be able to tell the truth about what absorbing Zarah’s life-force had done to me. I continued through the dark, my stomach aching with hunger.

      A soul-star chakra shone in the distance like the north star. It rushed toward me, and strong arms pulled me into a hard chest. The scent of cedar filled my nostrils, and anger simmered through my veins. In the blink of an eye, he raced through the hallways into a place that smelled of damp earth.

      This had to be Raphael.

      Raphael, the vampire who had rifled through my past and made me think I had been unloved. Raphael, the vampire who had stood by and joined in while his brothers treated me like a whore. Raphael, whose blood didn’t smell in the slightest bit delicious.

      “Alicia.” He drew back and pushed strands of hair out of my face. “You smell different.”

      “Really,” I said, my voice dry. “Maybe that’s because I spent the past few hours in Lord Radu’s bed.”

      Raphael stilled. “Did he hurt you?”

      “Quite the opposite.” I pulled out of his embrace. “There was an exercise in class where he helped to remove all the vampire mesmerism suppressing our energy fields.”

      Raphael’s chakra dimmed. Vindication surged through my veins, and I straightened. He knew what he had done.

      “Alicia,” he whispered. “I—”

      “How long were you going to keep me living a lie to save you and your worthless brothers? Did it occur to you that I might have wanted to keep my memories of my family intact?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” I snapped.

      “Everything happened so quickly on the night of the ball,” Raphael said. “Nero worked out that you were going to offer yourself to Micalla because she’d threatened the life of your family. Showing you their dead bodies was the only way to stop you from handing yourself to Lord Lilin.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. It was dark where we stood, and I could only see his chakras. “Go on.”

      “You begged me to remove the memory.” Raphael placed an arm on my shoulder. “Don’t you remember?”

      I shrugged him off. “There’s a huge difference between wanting to forget the images of their dead bodies and suppressing memories of familial love.”

      Raphael’s heart chakra flared a fluorescent green. “I wanted to help. When I replaced the pictures with a newspaper report of a gas leak, you were still just as horrified. The only way to restore your mind was to push forward all those memories of you on the outside.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and tears sprang to my eyes. Raphael had twisted so much. When Mom had gone to the hospital while she was in labor with Daniel, I had been at a neighbor’s house, fretting about her and the baby.

      Raphael had made me believe that they’d left me with strangers, but Steve had asked the neighbor to drive me over to meet my new baby brother. I sniffed at the memory of being handed a tiny bundle and helping to choose Daniel’s name. It must have taken hours, but Raphael had suppressed all those sweet, familial memories.

      “You made me think my mother had abandoned me,” I said.

      He paused. “It was the only way to get you to stop feeling so much pain. I’m so sorry.”

      My stomach growled, and my mouth craved something spicy. “Where’s Nero?”

      “Back at the hideout. Are you going to ask him about the memory he erased?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Throwing your injured brother under the bus?”

      “Telling you the truth.”

      “I don’t care about that stupid baggie of ashes.” My mouth watered, and warmth surged between my legs. I needed to taste Nero. Now.

      Raphael took hold of my hand. “He’s not far.”

      Resisting the urge to snatch my arm away, I grinned in the dark, remembering the time Nero had made me sit on his lap and kiss him. He had pulled my towel open and ran those gorgeous hands over my body. A pleasant shudder ran down my spine. It was my turn to savor him. And if I was still hungry, I would treat myself to a sip of Dante for dessert.

      Raphael sniffed the air. “Do you think you’ll be able to give them some nectar?”

      “I’m certainly in the mood for something.”

      He squeezed my hand. “Thank you. They’re much better. As soon as you heal their wounds, they’ll be able to get out and about.”

      “Sure.”

      We continued through the burrows, the damp air making my skin itch. Or maybe that was a bone-deep hunger that had permeated every cell in my new body. Saliva gathered in my mouth, and I swallowed it back, my heart racing for a delicious meal.

      After several moments, we rounded a corner and stepped into the boys’ lair. Dante and Nero lay side-by-side, their nudity covered by a thin blanket. A bucket of aloe vera leaves sat in the corner, some of them already peeled and ready to apply on their wounds.

      “You’re back,” said Gates from behind. “I told Raph the hunters had taken you.”

      I turned around and gave him a sweet smile. “They released me after I recovered from my fainting spell.”

      The scent of vampire blood filled my nostrils, and I glided to the side of the lair where the boys slept. Nero was the closest, his gorgeous, dark skin looking duller than usual in the candlelight. My instincts told me he would need fattening, a little building up before he was ripe for consumption, but the emptiness in my belly rumbled at me to take a small bite.

      My teeth lengthened and sharpened, and saliva filled my mouth. I knelt beside Nero and ran a hand down his smooth skin. As soon as I’d drunk my fill, I would keep him and Dante safe, well-fed, and powerless to do anything but supply me with nourishment.

      I leaned forward and parted my lips, but a lasso of magic looped around my neck, jerked me back, and crushed my windpipe.

      “What—” A huff of air caught in my chest, not able to escape through my throat.

      I wrapped my fingers around the magic, trying to get it loose. When that didn’t work, I poured magic into my hands and burned it around the edges, but the wretched thing kept repairing itself.

      “Stay away from those vampires,” snapped a familiar voice.

      “What are you doing?” cried Raphael. “You’re hurting Alicia!”

      “That’s a Radite about to drink your brother,” said the onion woman.

      “Let go of me,” I snarled.

      She loosened her grip on my neck, allowing me to exhale. Before I could shout at her, she stiffened. “Someone’s coming. Raphael, you take your brothers.” She turned to Gates. “And you take Alicia.”

      Gates flung his arms wide. “Where?”

      “Away from here.” She sprinted out of the hideout.

      The werewolf rushed toward me, scooped me into his arms, and raced in the direction the onion woman went. A moment later, he paused, sniffed the air, and darted away.

      “Gates, let go of me.”

      The werewolf ignored my words and continued running.

      Slapping my palm on his hard chest, I snarled, “I’ll hurt you.”

      He didn’t reply.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, tried to reach out to his chakras, and stopped. There was no way I could hurt Gates. He had risked everything to save me that last time at the wards. I wrapped my arms around his neck and rested my head on his chest.

      “Thanks,” I murmured.

      “What for?”

      My hand slid over his muscular shoulder. “For being a good friend.”

      Gates raised his nose to the air and sniffed. “I think we’ve lost them, but it won’t hurt to keep running.”

      “Right.”

      He continued down a darkened passageway, which smelled of long-dry earth. I’d been an idiot to come down here. The other hunters had wanted me to confront Raphael for tampering with my memories. Learning about what he had done had tainted my love for him and his brothers, and turning into a hunter had given me the taste for vampire blood.

      Of course, the first person I’d want to feed on would be one of the Stryx brothers. All the hunters had needed to do was set me free and follow me to their lair.

      My stomach growled.

      Gates stiffened. “Are you going to bite my neck?”

      “You don’t smell appetizing.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” With a nervous laugh, he leaped through the air and landed in a patch of woods so thick, it was hard to tell the time of day.

      Gates set me on my feet and stepped back. “I bumped into one of my former pack mates. He told me that a hunter turned three of the wolves into blocks of meat. He also said you helped.”

      “Do you believe that?” I stretched my arms and legs.

      “Not the part about you joining in.”

      “The alpha had me abducted, and Justine was already on her way to the cabin. She rescued me from being forced to open the wards.”

      Gates scratched his head. “It’s a good thing you didn’t open them.”

      “Why?”

      “They’ve set up four camps around the perimeter of the hill. All hunters. One of them would have noticed someone messing with the wards and captured you.”

      I shuddered at the thought of being punished by Radu or Justine.

      Gates placed a hand on the small of my back and steered me toward a tall bush. He grabbed a handful of fruit. “Do you want to try the blueberries?”

      The fruit no longer looked succulent, but I picked one from the palm of his hand and popped it in my mouth. An explosion of sugar burst across my tongue.

      “Ugh!” It so sweet, it made me gag. I spat out the blueberry, grabbed the hem of my borrowed dress, and rubbed the foul taste off my tongue.

      “Something savory, then?” he asked.

      “Bloodroot.”

      Gates glanced around the patch of woods. “What’s that, then?”

      I ran my hands through my hair. “I don’t know!”

      “What about animal blood?”

      A spasm gripped my empty stomach, making me double over and clutch my middle. “I’m not sure that will work. The only blood I want is Nero’s or Dante’s.”

      Gates’ sacral chakra flared a bright orange, and my gaze dropped down to his pants, which bulged with a huge erection.

      My mouth watered, and I licked my trembling lips. “There is something.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “Biting my neck?”

      “Not your neck.” My mouth watered. “And not biting, either.”

      He followed my gaze down to his crotch and rocked forward. “What, then?”

      “Maybe I can survive on sucking you off,” I murmured.

      Gates’ breaths turned heavy and deep. “Are you sure, Stephens?”

      I cupped his crotch, enjoying how the hot, thick organ swelled under my touch. “Call me Alicia.”

      “Alright,” he whispered. “Alicia.”

      Gates didn’t need to tell me twice.

      I fumbled with the buttons of his pants, which strained even further as his erection lengthened and expanded. The pulse between my legs pounded with arousal, and the spasms of my stomach urged me to hurry.

      My mouth watered, and the tiniest pang of guilt twanged on my heartstrings. I wasn’t unfaithful. Raphael had allowed Gates to milk me of nectar when it suited his needs. Besides, my relationship with the Stryx brothers had been built on a lie.

      Gates’ hot hard dick jumped into my hand, its slit already dribbling pre-cum. Every nerve ending roared at me to take a lick.

      “Oh, shit,” he said between panting breaths. “If you keep staring at my cock like you want to gobble it whole, I’ll erupt.”

      “That’s the plan.” I lowered my knees into the damp leaf litter and lapped up the pre-cum. Its rich taste exploded across my tongue, making me hum with approval.

      “Like that, do you?” he rasped.

      I parted my mouth and slipped his erection between my lips. Gates’ cock-head was large and bulbous, a good mouthful with a thick shaft that I pumped up and down with my right hand. He groaned, and the sound reverberated between my legs.

      Ignoring my arousal, I focussed on the hunger that roared in my empty belly. I bobbed my head up and down, lashing my tongue on the underside of his dick. Right now, I needed Gates to fill my mouth with seed. I needed him to hurry up and spurt.

      “Fuck,” he growled. “You’re such a good cock-sucker. I can tell you’ve practiced.”

      I drew in my cheeks and applied a little suction to hurry things along. If only he knew.

      My clit ached, needing attention. I slipped my fingers under my dress, between my folds, and rubbed tight circles over my swollen flesh. Now that Radu had broken the concubine bond, I no longer needed the brothers’ permission to climax.

      “Are you playing with yourself?” asked Gates. “Touching your clit and pussy while you’re sucking me?”

      I nodded around my mouthful of werewolf dick.

      “Fuck! That’s the sexiest thing—” His erection swelled, and jets of delicious, warm fluid filled the back of my throat. I clamped my mouth around his cock-head, not wanting to spill a drop.

      Gates rocked back and moaned. “Anytime you need feeding. I’ll be there, prick in hand.”

      I swallowed my wonderful mouthful, feeling his warm essence travel down to my stomach. Two more loads and I’d be a very happy hunter. I pulled back and gave him my widest grin. “Want to go again?”

      He gave me a growl of approval.

      “Alicia?” said a small voice. I turned around to find Raphael standing by the blueberry bush with wide, hurt eyes.
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      From where Raphael stood, tiny streams of setting sun hit his copper hair, making the ends shine like newly minted pennies. His forest green eyes glistened with unshed tears, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.

      I pulled myself to my feet, eyes hardening, and dusted the dried leaf litter off my dress. What right did Raphael have to be hurt when he had stolen nearly a decade of my happiness?

      All the years I’d spent cradling Daniel, watching my little brother grow up, reading the little boy stories, and teaching him to read had been suppressed, leaving me watching the family from the outside.

      Gates pulled up his jeans and shuffled on his feet. “Sorry, Raph—”

      “No,” I snapped. “He doesn’t get the apology. You were feeding me because I was hungry.”

      Raphael stepped forward. “Couldn’t you have fed on me? I thought we were mates.”

      “Day-walker blood isn’t appetizing, and don’t change the subject.” I clenched my fists. “You three asked me to form mating bonds with you under false pretenses.” A surge of emotion thickened my throat.

      Raphael’s face fell. “We didn’t mean—”

      “Don’t tell me you meant to restore my memories,” I snapped. “Because you didn’t.”

      He lowered his gaze. “I thought making you feel distant from your family would help.”

      The two memories of the Yule ball warred in my mind. My mind was accustomed to the one where Nero showed me a newspaper report of the gas leak that had killed my family, but every time I skimmed over the images of Mom, Steve, and Daniel lying on the ground with their throats slashed, I wanted to be sick.

      A fresh surge of grief squeezed my lungs and forced out a sob. “How could you have thought it was alright to suppress my love for my family? How could you have sex with me after violating my mind?”

      He ran a shaky hand through his hair. “I thought it would help—”

      “Making me think that I’d been brought up without love would help?” A shrill laugh bubbled out from my throat.

      Right now, I couldn’t tell which was worse. Being turned into a hunter who craved vampire blood but could make do with werewolf cum, or having the veneer of lies ripped from the truth of my past.

      Raphael took a step toward me. “Alicia…”

      “Well, you certainly stopped me from falling apart that night,” I snarled. “But did you think of the long-term repercussions? I kept wondering why I felt no grief when I thought about their deaths. I thought I’d turned into an unfeeling monster!”

      A noise from overhead made me flinch. I snapped my gaze up into the branches and found the chakras of two large birds flying through the canopy. My shoulders relaxed, and I turned back to Raphael.

      His shoulders sagged, and he clasped his hands in front of his chest. “If I could fix my mistake, I would. But we can’t split up now. We’re mated.”

      I raised my chin. “Radu broke the bond.”

      Raphael’s mouth dropped open. “When?”

      “Hours ago.”

      “That can’t be right,” said Gates from behind.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Raph went out to hunt rabbits earlier this afternoon.” Gates stood at my side and rubbed his chin. “If they broke your bond, wouldn’t he have turned back into a vampire and fallen unconscious in the sun?”

      My brows rose. I hadn’t known that Raphael had confided in Gates about our bond. Perhaps with Dante and Nero so sick and needing to sleep during the day, the pair had become close.

      Raphael took a few more steps toward me. “What will you do?”

      “About what?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “About us. My brothers still need healing, and we still have the hunters after us.”

      The sounds of twigs and leaf litter cracking under unsteady footsteps made me stiffen.

      “They’re coming,” said Gates.

      I was about to ask who, but the breeze carried an intoxicating scent that made my mouth water. It could only be the other two Stryx brothers — the ones whose blood I craved. Saliva flooded my mouth, and I licked my lips.

      “They shouldn’t be moving in their condition.” Raphael stepped back around the blueberry bush.

      My stomach rippled in anticipation of drinking vampire blood, and the pulse between my legs pounded as though urging me to stalk my prey and feed. As I followed after Raphael, Gates grabbed my bicep.

      I turned around and glared into his amber eyes.

      “What are you planning?” he asked.

      “What are you talking about?” I tried to snatch my arm out of his grip, but he held on tight.

      Gates flared his nostrils. “You want to drink their blood.”

      “No, I don—”

      “You’re a hunter, and you’re still hungry,” Gates growled. “If you feed on those sick vampires, you’ll set back their recovery. They might even die.”

      Bristling at his words, I tried to pull away, but he tightened his grip. “I’m not biting anyone.”

      His brows rose. “Then why do you have bigger fangs than a dire wolf?”

      My stomach dropped, and I clapped my hand over my mouth.

      Gates turned me around and placed both hands on my shoulders. “Look, I don’t completely understand what Raph did, and it sounds awful. But we’re all in the biggest trouble of our lives, and we need to work together. At least until we find a way out of this shit-hole.”

      I dipped my head, shame, and anger and self-disgust rippling through my system. Gates was right. Grieving and angering over my family wouldn’t bring them back, and neither would clinging onto Radu’s words.

      Radu wanted me to believe the Stryx brothers had violated me for their own ends. He’d probably gotten Justine to set things up with Zarah to accelerate my transformation into one of them. Even though their plans had worked, I couldn’t succumb to Radu’s influence.

      Gates wrapped his arms around my shoulders and pulled me into his warm, hard chest. The acceptance in his embrace melted my heart. “Even if you never forgive them again, you can’t leave them in this condition. Dante and Nero need your help.”

      Although Gates’ embrace was precisely what I needed, guilt twanged at my heartstrings. How could I hold a grudge when the boys had gotten themselves injured trying to protect me from Lady Mantis? The mouth-watering scent of vampire blood filled my nostrils and made my heart skip several beats. They were coming closer. I drew back, trying to control my frantic breathing.

      “Alicia?” Dante emerged from behind the blueberry bush with his arm wrapped around Raphael. His golden hair hung limply over his face. “We’re so sorry for how we treated you.”

      A lump formed in my throat. Sweat glistened on his skin from some kind of fever, and the tiniest flash of light flickered in his soul-star chakra. Had they always been this sick, or had my transformation into a hunter allowed me to see the full extent of their injuries?

      Nero stumbled on Raphael’s other side. He was practically doubled over with a curtain of dreadlocks covering his face.

      Harsh breaths wheezed from his chest, but he managed to croak, “We’ll spend every day of the rest of our lives making it up to you, but please, don’t break up with us.”

      The black patch that used to be his soul-star chakra no longer seemed so dark. I swallowed hard. Gates was right. The two boys were edging toward death, and I’d preoccupied myself with my hurt feelings.

      “What are you two doing out of bed?” I asked.

      “We overheard your conversation with Raphael,” Dante rasped. “And we had to come over and beg you to stay.”

      “But you’re injured.” My gaze dropped down to the bandages wrapped around their middles. Brilliant white shards of light shone within their solar plexus chakras. A breath caught in the back of my throat. I hadn’t been able to see this as a regular frumosi.

      “Please,” Nero rasped. “Complete our mating bonds. You’re the only one who can save us.”

      “I’m not sure it’s possible anymore.” Shame crawled over my skin, and I tried to form the words. The thing I had become was parasitical, not healing. All four boys were probably better off without me.

      “Because you’re a hunter?” asked Nero.

      “How did you know?” I snatched my gaze away from the glowing lights in their chakras and forced myself to look into their faces.

      Nero raised his head. His bronze skin shone with sweat, and his full lips trembled with the effort of forming words. “You smell different. Like a predator.”

      “It’s like you said.” I stared at my feet. They were sole-deep in leaf litter with tiny bits of debris clinging to my borrowed slingbacks. “When I look at you, and your scent fills my nostrils, it’s a struggle not to pounce.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you’ve become,” said Dante. “We still need you.”

      “But I crave your blood.”

      “We craved yours,” he replied.

      My head snapped up. “What?”

      Dante leaned heavily on Raphael’s side. “Every day you lived with us, we wanted to taste your blood. It drove us mad that you didn’t consent, but we still managed to keep our fangs off you. I’m sure you can do the same”

      “That’s different,” I said.

      “Why?” asked Raphael. “Because you can feed on us whether we want it or not?”

      “I can’t drink day-walker blood.”

      All three boys gaped for several moments.

      My insides squirmed with a mix of discomfort and the desire to sink my teeth into Nero’s neck first then feast on Dante. As I licked my lips and salivated over the injured vampires, Gates held me tighter.

      “Very well,” said Dante.

      “What?”

      He gulped. “If you want to keep us as blood whores, we consent.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I turned to Nero.

      He nodded. “We just want to stay by your side.”

      “You can’t abandon your pack,” said Gates.

      I turned to Gates, who gave me a sad smile. I supposed that a werewolf would see a group of supernatural males gathered around a supernatural female as a pack. His own had banished him, but with the amount he had helped me in the previous term, I wondered if he had ever felt like he belonged.

      The next words tumbled out of my mouth. “I want Gates to join us.”

      Gates drew in a sharp breath through his teeth, and his grip on my arm loosened.

      Nero’s brows drew together. “Can hunters form bonds with werewolves?”

      “Not all bonds are magical or sealed with blood,” said Gates. “Some are based on friendship and loyalty.”

      “Very well,” Dante sagged against Raphael’s side, sounding resigned. “I have no objections to Gates.”

      “Me, neither,” added Nero.

      I stared at Raphael, waiting for him to object, but he blew out a long breath. “We all owe our survival to you, Gates. If you hadn’t turned against the vampires and your pack, the hunters would have caught us and farmed for our blood.”

      Giving Gates my warmest smile, I raised my brows in question. Throughout my time here at the academy, he had been a supportive friend and my inspiration to attain freedom. “What do you say? Will you join us?”

      Gates squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his lips together. His chest heaved with an inward breath. After a long exhale, he opened his amber eyes and said, “Thank you.”

      A cool breeze blew through the trees, its eucalyptus scent filling my nostrils and dampening my appetite for vampire blood. My head cleared, and my gaze snapped to the glowing shards within Dante and Nero’s guts.

      “Both of you, lie down. The infrared weapons left something inside you, and I think that’s why you’re not healing. Let’s try to get it out.”

      Raphael threw the cashmere blanket to Gates, who spread it on the ground between two oaks. Then Gates wrapped his arm around Nero’s middle and helped him lie on the blanket, while Raphael assisted Dante.

      “What are you going to do?” Nero croaked.

      I knelt at their sides and placed a hand on Nero’s fevered brow. “Before I transformed—”

      My mind dredged up the memory of Zarah lying on the ground, a whitened husk. I shook it off and focussed on the boys. If the hunters had followed me down to the basement, they were probably still looking for the Stryx brothers. I needed to hurry.

      After clearing my throat, I said, “Around the time of my transformation, I developed magical appendages that can delve into people.”

      Nero groaned. “Thank the stars for that.”

      I doubted he would say that if he knew what I could do with the tendrils. Closing my eyes, I let them emerge from my fingertips. They snaked into Nero’s solar plexus chakra, making him hiss.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      “Keep going,” he said, his voice strained.

      The tendril skewered a shard of light and eased it out from where it had lodged deep within the yellow chakra. With the greatest of ease, I pulled it through Nero’s body. As soon as it emerged from his stomach, the light flared.

      “Bloody hell,” said Gates. “It’s like sunlight.”

      I didn’t bother to open my eyes. My memory of the light emerging from the weapon and embedding itself into the boys’ guts had been vivid enough.

      As the artificial light floated up into the forest, I focussed on some smaller fragments, which had lodged around the edges of his solar plexus. This time, instead of working with one tendril at a time, I placed all ten into Nero and pulled out the offending light.

      He cried out as it left his body, then released a long groan.

      “How does that feel?” asked Raphael.

      “Less intense.” Nero reached out and squeezed my hand. “Thank you.”

      “I hope that’s going to be enough,” I murmured.

      Dante stared up at me with hope brimming in his aquamarine eyes. “We’ll appreciate anything you can do to get us on our feet.”

      His injuries were a little more complicated than Nero’s. Some of the shards of light had wandered into his meridians, the energy pathways that stretched throughout the body.

      My chest tightened with sympathy. A mere moment ago, I had wanted to drink Dante’s blood, not caring about the amount of pain he was suffering from that amount of artificial sunlight festering through his insides.

      Dante’s brows drew together. “Why haven’t you started?”

      “It’s going to be tricky,” I whispered.

      Dante moaned.

      “Please, try,” said Raphael.

      I gulped. “Alright.”

      Using the same method I had applied for Nero, I eased out the foreign light from Dante’s solar plexus. But grabbing onto the smaller pieces that had invaded his meridians was like trying to catch grains of sand rushing through veins. Sweat beaded on my brow, and I had to absorb the tiny shards into my tendrils the way I had stolen Zarah’s life-force.

      Gates rubbed my back, helping me to stay calm, while Raphael held his brother’s hand to help him handle the pain. By the time I fished out the last shard, the tendrils had retracted into my body, exhausted.

      “Thank you,” said Dante, with tears of gratitude shining in his eyes. “I no longer feel like I’m burning from the inside-out.”

      I glanced at Raphael, who knelt beside Dante with his head bowed. How many days had he spent in the infirmary with sunstone in his digestive tract? He had been weak, unable to absorb his food, and in agony until the boys had gotten me to heal him.

      My chest tightened. In all that time, he had never blamed me for deliberately hurting him. Raphael had understood that I had thought it was him who had trapped me with a newly transformed werewolf. And when it was my turn to show him some forgiveness, I hadn’t looked at the situation from his point of view.

      “Raph,” I whispered.

      He raised his head, pain etched on his handsome features.

      “I’m sorry for being so unforgiving.”

      Raphael swallowed. “Are you just saying that?”

      I pulled myself to my feet and shook my head. “It was foolish of me to have let the hunters mess with my head. They twisted things around, so it looked like you’d violated my mind for your own benefit.”

      His forest-green eyes softened. “Nothing could be further from the truth.”

      “After seeing you sacrifice yourself when Lava wanted to murder me, I should have given you the benefit of the doubt.”

      Raphael rushed to my side and swept me up in a tight hug. “I thought we had lost you.”

      “Never,” I whispered.

      Another set of arms wrapped around me from the left, accompanied by the delicious scent of spices. Warmth spread across my chest. Nero. Dante joined on the right and pressed a kiss on my temple.

      We stood in a group hug for several minutes. Dante and Nero still had to be sore from having shards of artificial light removed from their chakras, but neither of them showed it.

      “Do you still want to taste our blood?” Dante’s low voice sent a tingle between my legs.

      “I’m aching for it.”

      “Let’s start the bonding process,” said Nero. “Before the hunters catch up with us.”

      We broke our hug, and Raphael helped his brothers settle onto the cashmere blanket. He turned to me and said, “They’re still not a hundred percent. You’ll need to get on top.”

      “Alright.” I toed off the slingbacks and hitched up the skirt of my borrowed dress.

      Gates backed in the direction of the blueberry bush. “I’ll leave you alone to kiss and make up.”

      “Stay,” said Dante. “You’re part of our pack, now.”

      Gates beamed. “Thanks, guys. It means a lot.”

      Licking my lips, I let my gaze drop down to his crotch. “Besides, you still need to finish feeding me. I need filling up before I bite these vampires!”
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      The rustling of squirrels chasing each other through the branches made my head snap up. While this patch of the woods wasn’t visible from the castle, it also wasn’t completely secluded.

      I wanted to suggest we move somewhere else, but nowhere within the academy’s wards was safe. Besides, leaving Nero and Dante as vampires for a moment longer wasn’t an option. They needed to restore their health and remove the vulnerability of falling asleep during the day.

      Both vampires lay on the cashmere blanket, only clad in their boxers, and staring up at me with hope shining in their eyes. They seemed to think I was their salvation. Maybe they would feel differently if they discovered what I had done to Zarah.

      Raphael knelt on the right at Dante’s side, and Gates stood on Nero’s left, his brows raised with expectation.

      Nero furrowed his brow. “Do you still want to go ahead with the bond?”

      “Of course.” I padded onto the blanket, straddled Nero’s hips, and placed a hand on his cheek. He no longer felt clammy, and the feverishness from earlier had gone, leaving behind cool, smooth skin.

      My hand snaked down to the erection straining through his boxers. “Will your solar plexus hurt if I ride you like this?”

      Nero grimaced as he raised his hips off the blanket. “As long as you don’t touch it, I think I’ll be fine.”

      Ignoring the pang of sympathy clutching at my chest, I slid my fingers into the waistband of his boxers and pulled them down his hips.

      Usually, Nero would already be rock hard, but he had spent so long in agony that his dick only stood at half-mast. I wrapped my fingers around his thick length and stroked it to full arousal.

      Nero squeezed his eyes shut and moaned. “That feels so good.”

      I hummed my approval. “Once I’ve finished, you’ll feel a whole lot better.”

      Gates rubbed the bulge in his crotch and grinned. “If you can handle two cocks, I’m ready.”

      A smirk crossed my features. I licked my lips and reached out for the fly of his jeans. “Bring it here.”

      He wrapped a hand around my wrist. “Let me check you for fangs first.”

      Swallowing back the saliva gathering in my mouth, I bared my teeth, making sure to run my tongue along its blunt edges. “Satisfied?”

      “Not yet.” Gates unbuttoned his jeans and shoved them to the ground, revealing a thick erection already dripping with pre-cum. “But I will be when you get started.”

      I ran my tongue along my bottom lip, getting it nice and moist for the slide of that gorgeous organ.

      Gates groaned. “All those nights at juvenile detention, and I never thought I’d meet a girl who loved cock as much as you.”

      His dirty talk and heavy breathing made my nipples tighten, and my folds become slick. And after all that stroking, Nero became hard enough to ride. I gripped him by the base and lined up his tip to my opening. One deep breath later, I impaled myself on his dick and cried out at the stretch.

      “Look at you.” Gates rocked forward, his prick lengthening and thickening. “Gobbling up Nero’s cock with your hungry pussy. Are you going to gobble mine next?”

      I lapped up the pearl of pre-cum gathered on Gates’ slit and groaned at the taste. Right now, I couldn’t tell if it was because he was a werewolf or because I was a hunter, but it was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted. My instincts told me that vampire blood would be even better, but I shoved them to one side and focussed on feeding and on creating the bond.

      All the while, I continued lowering myself onto Nero’s hard prick, shuddering at the way it stretched and filled my core. His strong fingers dug into my hips, guiding me down to the hilt. Once he was fully engulfed, Nero reached down and rubbed gentle circles on my clit, making me hum around Gates’ length.

      The werewolf threw his head back and moaned. “That feels so fucking amazing.”

      “I’m going to gather your nectar and see if being a hunter makes a difference,” said Nero.

      My only reply was a fevered moan. I hoped the life-force I had absorbed from Zarah made me better able to heal the boys, but hunters were such malevolent creatures—I shut off those thoughts, raised my hips and moaned as Nero’s thick head stretched my opening. Right now, I didn’t want to think of Justine, Radu, or anyone else wearing that accursed burgundy armor.

      Raphael shuffled closer to Dante, pressing the heel of his hand on his hardness. “That’s it, Alicia. Keep riding Nero, so you can move onto Dante and say the vows.”

      My gaze dropped to the brother lying beside us on the blanket. Dante stared up at me with hunger in his blue eyes, his hand palming his erect dick through his boxers. Right then, I felt like the center of the world with four handsome guys all hot and hard for me.

      Quickening my pace, I rode Nero hard, mindful that this session had a purpose beyond enjoyment. If I could gain enough power from the mating bonds, I’d be able to join forces with the onion woman and free us all.

      Nero scooped up my fluid with his fingertips and placed it in his mouth. Widening his ebony eyes, he let out a low, sexy moan. “You taste incredible!”

      “Does it make a difference?” asked Dante.

      Nero squeezed his eyes shut. “The ache in my stomach is getting better already.”

      I lashed my tongue on the underside of Gates’ dick, where the bulbous head met his thick shaft.

      The werewolf bit down on his lip. “Keep doing that, and I’ll cum.”

      While Nero grabbed my hips and thrust upward, I continued stimulating Gates. The more he moaned and swore and talked dirty about my ability to suck cock, the wetter I became.

      Another hand reached between Nero and me. I glanced down to find Dante also scooping up moisture with his finger.

      “You look so fucking sexy with those guys tasting your juices,” Gates snarled.

      He reached down and pulled at my nipple, making me moan. My stomach rumbled, and I felt my gums tingle. If I didn’t milk the werewolf soon for spunk, my fangs would descend for me to bite one of the vampires, and I would hurt Gates.

      I tried pulling away from his dick, but tendrils of magic emerged from my throat chakra and snaked under Gates’ balls, holding us both in place. They wrapped around his sacral chakra, which glowed bright orange, and squeezed.

      With a groan, the werewolf threw back his head and spurted a warm load of semen down my throat. I gulped it down and pulled away, the itch in my gums receding.

      “What the fuck was that?” Gates said, his eyes wide and his chest heaving. “You forced me to cum harder than I’ve ever cum in my entire life.”

      His essence swirled in my belly, giving me a happy glow. I raised my shoulders and smiled. “It’s my new magic.”

      He shook his head, grinning down at me with admiration shining in his amber eyes. “I didn’t know hunters could drain a man’s balls so quickly.”

      Nero reached up at my shoulder and pulled me down for a kiss. It was a slow, sensual slide of his tongue against mine, as though he wanted to take his time devouring me. I hummed into the kiss, desperately missing those times we had shared in his room, experimenting with my magic.

      “I thought about you every day,” he murmured. “Dreamed about you when things got bad. It was the only thing that kept me going.”

      My heart ached for him and Dante and Raphael. I’d always thought of them as a trio of asshole princes, lording it over the frumosi, but all this time, they’d been seeking the mate who would help protect them from their tyrant father. I ground my hips against his thrusts, increasing the sweet friction. The sooner we both climaxed, the sooner we could form a bond.

      “I’ve never loved anyone as much as I love you!” he said.

      My eyes flew open, and I broke the kiss, as a gasp escaping my lips. Before I could respond, Nero clamped his forearms around my hips and thrust up and down into my core. Shockwaves of pleasure raced through my body, causing me to cry out.

      Above and below Nero’s healed solar plexus lay his heart and sacral chakras, which flared green and red like out-of-control traffic lights. Nero continued to pound into my channel, holding my hips in place, leaving me helpless to do anything else but moan.

      Pleasure spiraled around my core, picking up speed with Nero’s thrusts. The pulse between my legs thundered, and my core muscles quickened. Now that the concubine bond was gone, I was free to climax without permission.

      Nero’s spicy scent filled my nostrils, making my pulse pound and filling me with an irresistible, primal hunger. I clung to Nero’s shoulders, trying to fight the tingling in my gums. But my teeth lengthened and shaped into fangs.

      “I need to bite—”

      “Do it!” He arched his neck, exposing the veins pulsing beneath his gorgeous, dark skin.

      The pressure reached a breaking point, and a torrent of ecstasy tore through my body and took over my senses. I plunged my fangs into Nero’s neck and sucked.

      Warm, coppery blood slid on my tongue. Nero tasted like the kind of spiced wine Mom served at Christmas, smooth and sweet and rich.

      Beneath me, Nero stiffened and moaned out his climax. As I drew back to lap at his wounds, he jerked his head up and bit down on my neck.

      “Ah!” Another wave of pleasure surged from my jugular, trickling down my breasts, my belly, and to my twitching core. This had to be his vampire bliss. It was no wonder people got vamp-struck.

      White light filled my third eye—the return of his soul-star chakra. Panic flared across my chest, and I slapped Nero on the shoulder.

      This wasn’t right. The sight of a vampire’s soul meant he was close to death. Was my hunter blood poisonous to vampires?

      “What’s wrong?” he slurred.

      I drew back, my heart pounding. “Say the vows.”

      His lips curled into a lazy smile. “I, Nero Striga of the Noble House of Stryx, do by blood and magic accept Alicia Stephens to be my mate.”

      After repeating my own vows, Nero’s soul-star chakra dimmed to about the same level of brightness as Raphael’s. I glanced down at his solar plexus chakra to find it glowing a healthy yellow.

      “Congratulations.” I ran my hands over his hard chest and gave him a peck on the lips. “You’re a day-walker.”

      Dante sat up, his aquamarine eyes wide. “Someone’s coming.”

      Nero leaped to his feet, his softening erection slipping out of my core. “Scatter. We’ll meet again at the werewolves’ storeroom an hour before sunrise.”

      With a nod, Gates pulled up his jeans and dashed into the trees. Raphael grabbed Dante and vanished, and Nero sped me out of the woods and back toward the castle.

      As we whizzed through the darkened forest, I rested my head on Nero’s shoulder. “Why didn’t we go in the same direction as Raphael and Dante?”

      “Until we’re all joined like the three brothers in the legend, I never want us all surrounded by a more powerful enemy.”

      My mind rolled back to that terrible night when Lady Mantis stormed the bathroom with guards wielding infrared weapons. If I hadn’t been captured and Raphael hadn’t escaped, I might never have been able to free Dante and Nero from that sun cell.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “There’s an old storeroom in the library. I need to look something up.”

      We reached a group of giant sycamore trees with white bark partially covered in moss. All but one of the trees grew leaves on their branches. Nero walked around to the odd tree and stared into a hole at the base of its trunk.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Raph dug this tunnel in our third year.”

      “Why?”

      “He came from a region within Stryx where the cloud cover was thin, and the nobles lived underground.” Nero placed me on my feet and handed me my clothes and shoes.

      “Thanks.” I pulled the dress over my head, slipped on the sling-backs, and shouldered on the cardigan. “Does it lead to the castle?”

      “Only to another tree close to where all the cars are parked.” He pulled his boxers on and offered me his hand.

      “Do you think it will be safe for us to sleep here?”

      “No one has stumbled across any of Raph’s tunnels so far.” He gathered me in his arms and held me to his chest. “Between us, we should be able to spot if anyone’s approaching.”

      Nero jumped into the hole and landed a heartbeat later. He set me on my feet, which sank into the soft earth, indicating that the boys hadn’t used this tunnel very often. The earthy scent of decomposing leaves filled my nostrils. I blinked several times to adjust my vision to the dark, but nothing happened.

      “What’s down here apart from a passageway?”

      Nero wrapped an arm around my back and guided me further into the tunnel. “A little den.”

      We walked several feet in silence. I tilted my neck back, watching the energy of animals passing overhead. At this distance underground, I couldn’t tell if the creatures were transformed dire wolves or wild animals, but none of them stood upright. After about ten minutes of walking, Nero stopped.

      “One second.” His warmth disappeared from my side, replaced by the sound of rustling.

      “How good is your night vision?” I asked.

      “About the same as my day vision, I suppose.” With a few clicks, an oil lamp flared to life, revealing a small room with cushions piled against a wall.

      “Another of Raphael’s hideouts?” I asked.

      Nero lowered himself onto the cushions, pulled me onto his lap, and wrapped his arms around my shoulders.

      “What did my blood taste like?”

      “Bitter,” he replied. “It burned my throat, but I forced myself to swallow.”

      “I think it was poisonous.”

      “Vampires don’t bite hunters because their blood is toxic,” said Nero.

      I lowered my head and frowned. It was an excuse I often gave the vampires for not letting them taste my blood. “Did everyone think I might be a hunter?”

      Nero rubbed my belly. “You weren’t a normal frumosi. I suppose we all thought you’d stumbled across hunter powers. Since you weren’t trying to bite anyone, nobody bothered much to reign you in.”

      “Why not?”

      “The consensus was that you would birth powerful day-walkers.” He sniffed my neck. “It’s so strange not to crave your blood.”

      With a smile, I relaxed into his chest. “I’ve stopped craving yours.”

      Nero lowered me onto his back, and we exchanged slow kisses. I wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders, enjoying the ripple of his muscles underneath his smooth skin.

      The entire business about him erasing my memory of the missing baggie of ashes vanished into the ether, as did any lingering resentment that he had blackmailed me into becoming his concubine.

      “You’re the most perfect girl I’ve ever met,” he murmured.

      “Even if I’m a hunter now?”

      “Do you think differently of me for being a day-walker?” he asked.

      “Of course not.” I slid my hands down to his ass and squeezed his hard glutes. “I care about you three so deeply. Without knowing you were out there needing me, I may not have survived the last few days.”

      Nero flipped us over and settled my head on the juncture between his shoulder and his chest. “We should try to get some sleep. I’m exhausted from all that time I was sick.”

      I rested a hand on his six-pack and yawned. “It’s been a harrowing few days.”

      We lay in silence for several moments, neither of us seeming to sleep. I asked, “What’s it like in the Kingdom of Stryx?”

      He paused for a heartbeat. “Mediterranean. Cosmopolitan. Peaceful. Our father says he was a high priest in the Roman Republic who was granted immortality by Minerva.”

      “Do you believe that?” I asked. “Dracula is less than six-hundred years old.”

      Nero shrugged. “He has no reason to lie about his origins.”

      “Did he explain why she made him soulless?”

      “Dante once asked. He’s the only one of us three whose mother hasn’t been executed for some trumped-up reason.”

      I frowned. “What did he learn?”

      “Lord Stryx said that it was related to Minerva’s familiar, the owl. They’re nocturnal creatures, and so are we.”

      “That doesn’t sound right.”

      “I didn’t think so, either,” Nero muttered. “A few pieces of ancient artwork around the palace depicts our father in daylight. I wondered if he had fallen out of favor at some point and gotten cursed.”

      “By Minerva?”

      “I’m not sure. Lord Stryx isn’t the type to dwell on his mistakes.” Nero pressed his lips to my temple. “We were more concerned with finding a way to protect ourselves from his wrath.”

      “Would he punish you for what Dante did?”

      Nero huffed out a bitter laugh. “He’s murdered entire families of his own descendants just to watch someone’s expression. I have no doubt he would torture and kill Raph and me to punish Dante for sleeping with one of his consorts.”

      “Ugh.” I pressed a kiss on his jaw. “Sorry that you have a tyrant for a father.”

      He squeezed me around the middle. “Thanks to you, we’re one step closer to absolute protection.”

      I dozed in his arms, his strong presence chasing away the nightmares of slit throats, mutilated werewolves, and girls drained to a bone-white husk.

      Energy coursed through my meridians, reminding me of what I had become and of my potential to help Gates and the brothers to live a life without oppression.

      As I slept, I became aware of a terrible fact: One piece was missing from the puzzle.

      Radu had mentioned something about his daughter, Belinda, who had mated with three vampire brothers and linked their chakras. Had I tried to do this those times I had straddled Nero and attempted to form an energetic bond?

      “Nero, wake up.”

      He jerked up, making me roll onto a pile of cushions. “Is someone coming?

      “I think I’ve worked out how to give ourselves another power boost!”
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      Nero sat up, his dark eyes wide. He pulled me to his chest and wrapped his arms around my middle. “There’s more to the bonding than just sharing blood, sex, and vows?”

      “It was something Radu mentioned.” I gave him a brief explanation of what Belinda had done with Dracula’s grandsons.

      Nero stiffened. “You’ve spoken to him?”

      My body sagged. How much had Raphael passed onto Nero in his weakened state? Thanks to Zarah, at least two of the most powerful hunters had an unnatural interest in my potential.

      The entire sorry story spilled from my lips, starting with when Zarah brought Radu and his henchwomen into the bathroom, having told them I might know the boys’ location.

      The final part of the story was the most difficult: telling Nero about the confrontation with Zarah in the bedroom Radu had commandeered from Captain Tanar. “That’s how I got turned into a hunter.”

      Nero hugged me tight. “It wasn’t your fault. If you hadn’t ended her, Zarah would have consumed your life-force, and we would all be doomed.”

      “You’re not disgusted?”

      He drew back, the light of the oil lamp reflecting on his blue-black dreadlocks and warming his copper skin. “Why would I judge you for protecting us and yourself?”

      “If I’d killed Zarah last term—”

      “Then we wouldn’t know how to complete the bond of the legendary three brothers.” He cupped my cheek with both hands. “Can’t you see?”

      “What?”

      “Radu’s daughter wasn’t just a regular frumosi. She was a hunter.”

      My brows drew together. “Because she wove their chakras together?”

      “Those times you used to practice connecting our magic in our suite.” Nero pressed a kiss on my temple. “You couldn’t do it and probably wouldn’t have developed the skills to manipulate chakras unless you became like Belinda.”

      I blew out a breath. “That’s all very well, but I’m a blood drinker now, and I’m about to turn Dante into a day-walker with unappetizing blood.”

      “Have faith.” Nero rubbed soothing circles into my back. “Belinda wouldn’t have turned those brothers into day-walkers if it meant not having anything to eat on their island.”

      Melting into his touch, I closed my eyes and rested my head on his broad shoulder. Part of me understood what he meant. Belinda would never have been strong enough to fend off Dracula, Radu, and Stryx if she’d been unable to feed. But all wasn’t lost. With Gates as part of our group and eager to supply me with werewolf semen, I probably wouldn’t starve.

      “Come on, then.” Nero gave my waist a little squeeze, sending a little jolt through my insides.

      “Huh?” I drew back and gazed into his ebony eyes.

      “Try connecting our chakras.” After positioning me to straddle his hips, Nero shuffled toward the wall and rested his back on the hardened earth.

      “Alright.”

      The last time we had tried this, I’d needed to press my hands on his chest. That was no longer necessary, as the tendrils of magic I used to absorb Zarah snaked out from my fingertips.

      Wrapping my arms around Nero’s neck, I let those tendrils wander up and down to each of his chakras. Nero shivered as they rubbed around the balls of light and moaned as I eased themselves deep into the source of his life-force.

      “Does it usually feel so good?” he whispered.

      “No.” The feel of Radu’s energy brushing my crown chakra had made me feel sick, and Justine’s attack on my throat chakra had been agony. “It’s either uncomfortable or hurts like hell depending on how vicious the hunter wants to be.”

      He chuckled. “I guess you’re not interested in hurting me.”

      “Never.” I tilted my head up and gave him a quick peck on his strong jaw.

      Nero lowered his lips onto mine in the gentlest of kisses. Warmth spread where our mouths touched, and I let out a happy sigh. He slipped his tongue between my lips in a series of gentle caresses that made my toes curl.

      “Connect with me, Alicia,” Nero murmured into the kiss. “I want us all to stay together for an eternity.”

      Love filled my heart to bursting. A different kind of affection to the one I had shared with my family and not one that could replace what I had lost. But Nero’s touch held the promise that he and his brothers would fill my life with joy… if only I could make that connection.

      With a pleasured moan, I let Nero deepen the kiss. The green of our heart chakras flared and pulsed in sync.

      “I want you all so much,” I said, but the words were muffled by Nero’s busy tongue.

      As the kiss progressed, tendrils of magic emerged from each of my chakras—soul star, crown, throat, heart, solar plexus, sacral, and root. They wrapped around Nero’s chakras, as though they mirrored our physical bodies, and then brought our energies close.

      I wanted to ask if it hurt, but Nero’s low, sexy moan was all the confirmation I needed that we were going in the right direction.

      His hard dick pressed into my core, and I rubbed against it, wishing we had more time to have sex. But I still hadn’t transformed Dante into a day-walker, and I also needed to form this same connection with Raphael.

      Our joined soul-star chakras flared, and we broke apart, both panting with the effort of our bonding. Instead of retracting into my chakras, the tendrils connecting our magic faded.

      “Did it work?” he asked.

      I pressed my palms on his pectoral muscles, feeling for the first time, his energy coursing under my fingertips. Triumph surged into my chest, making happy tears well in my eyes. “We’re connected. I’m not sure what that means for my power levels.”

      “See if you have better energy vision,” he asked.

      “Alright.” I cast my third eye upward through the soil and trees and beyond. About thirty feet away, a group of figures approached. Most had dark spots over their soul-star chakras and others shone like stars. “Hunters are approaching overhead. It looks like they’ve captured a group of vampires.”

      Nero straightened his back and snarled. “Do you think we can defeat them?”

      I shook my head. “There’s a Radite. I couldn’t begin to fight one of those.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “The Radite’s energy stretches beyond their physical bodies,” I said. “And they’re the ones best at manipulating and absorbing chakra.”

      Nero shuddered. “I don’t want to meet one of them.”

      Watching the group march over our spot, I held still, hoping the Radite wasn’t looking through the soil. When they were several feet away, I gave Nero a nudge on the shoulder. “We’ll be able to save everyone after completing our bonds. Let’s head in the opposite direction and meet Dante and the others.”

      As we pulled ourselves to our feet, my stomach growled.

      Nero frowned. “You need to feed?”

      I dragged my fingertips over his nipples. “It’s best that I eat before I take Dante’s blood.”

      Nero took my wrist and pressed my hand into his hardening crotch. “Is day-walker semen nourishing?”

      He lengthened and thickened under my touch, and the feel of his gorgeous dick made my core clench with need. But sex could wait. Licking my lips, I rubbed my hand up and down his erection. “There’s only one way to find out.”

      Groaning, he pulled down his boxers and let his prick spring free. Even with the dim light of the oil lamp, I salivated at the sight of  pre-cum glistening on his tip. Hunger squeezed my stomach in a tight spasm, which spread an ache through the rest of my torso and down to my core. I scrambled onto my knees and wrapped my mouth around that thick cock-head.

      Nero moaned. “Alicia.”

      Letting him slide to the back of my throat, I moved my tongue from side to side, enjoying the feel of the ridges and veins on the underside of his penis. Nero gasped, and the sound went straight between my legs. As much as I ached to prolong his pleasure, my growling stomach demanded food.

      Tendrils of magic re-emerged from my throat chakra. They stroked Nero’s balls, and ran behind them to where I expected his prostate sat within his body. With a little squeeze, they made the orange light of his sacral chakra flare, making Nero cry out.

      Warm fluid slid into my mouth and down my throat. It reminded me of the spiciness in Nero’s vampire blood.

      His knees buckled, and he doubled over and grabbed my shoulders for balance. “What the hell was that?”

      I swallowed and wrapped my fingers around the base of his erection, mentally ordering him not to soften.

      “Brace yourself,” I muttered around my mouthful.

      The tendrils wrapped around his balls, and one of them wriggled into his sacral chakra and squeezed out another orgasm, filling my mouth with his warm, delicious fluid. After swallowing, I squeezed out another.

      “Fuck,” he snarled.

      At the third load of cum, my stomach stopped cramping and warm satisfaction spread through my insides… at least for now. Besides, his semen now thinned and was no longer as nourishing as the first.

      “F-feeling better?” Nero said through panting breaths.

      “Thanks.” I raised my head and grinned. With four boys to feed me, I wouldn’t exhaust any of them. “That helped a lot. Let’s go to the werewolves’ storeroom.”

      Still breathing hard, he offered me a trembling hand and helped me to my feet. “Right now, I just want to lie back and enjoy a whole bottle of claret.”

      The vampire equivalent of a cigarette after sex, I supposed. “Come on. Dante and Raphael will be waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun had completely set, plunging the forest into darkness. Nero’s now imperfect night vision guided us through the trees until the burbling of running water mingled with the chirp of cicadas.

      He cradled me in his arms. “This is the stream closest to the werewolves’ storeroom.”

      A shudder ran down my spine. This had been where they had locked me in with an unconscious Lava, and where I had murdered the vampire for plunging a chair leg into Raphael’s chest.

      The trees thinned as we approached the water, opening up the canopy. A cool, pine-scented breeze meandered through the trees, adding the sound of rustling leaves to the crunch of branches we broke underfoot. Moonlight streamed through the clouds and reflected off the water, helping me to see where we were going.

      “This way.” Nero crossed the stream and set me to my feet.

      The stone room stood a few feet ahead, but there we found no sign of Raphael or Dante. My stomach tightened with worry. Dante should have sensed us coming by now and met us halfway.

      I clutched Nero’s hand. “Do you think they left because we were late?”

      “No,” he whispered. “They’ll be watching out for us from a hiding-place.”

      A high-pitched cry pierced the air, making us both still.

      “That sounded like a baby,” I whispered.

      “That can’t be right,” Nero grabbed my hand, and we hurried through the trees around the storeroom.

      One of those hybrid pigs from the kitchens lay on her side, nursing around six piglets the size of puppies. This one had a very human-like face with large, sad eyes and a down-turned mouth. A kitten-sized piglet crawled behind its siblings on bent legs, crying out at not getting to suckle at a teat.

      I leaned against a tree trunk and gaped. “What the hell is that doing in the woods?”

      “The werewolves’ food?” asked Nero from my side.

      “That’s the main ingredient of sangria.” I turned to Nero, whose face hardened. “Didn’t they tell you?”

      “Professor Proust said it came from a pig specially bred to produce blood.”

      My lips tightened. “He forgot to say it was bred to produce blood suitable for vampire consumption.”

      Nero shook his head. “If the pig is far away from the kitchens, what will the captured vampires eat?”

      “There are lots more in the storerooms,” I said. “But it does look strange that this one should be out here on its own.”

      The pig raised her head and stared us both in the eye. It might have been my imagination, but she gave her head a tiny shake. I wondered if she thought we were vampires hungry for her blood.

      My gaze dropped down to the six piglets, and I remembered reading somewhere that pigs often gave birth to at least ten. Had someone stolen the other offspring, or did her human attributes cause her to have a smaller litter?

      We continued toward the pig to get a closer look. Her neck glistened with tiny beads of blood.

      “Hey.” I pointed at the fang marks. “Did you see—”

      With a click, the entire space lit up with blinding, infrared light coming from a spotlight hidden within the trees. My hand shot up to shield my eyes. “What the hell?”

      “Well, well, well,” drawled a female voice. “If it isn’t the harbinger of destruction.”

      “What?” I said with a gasp.

      Dark figures emerged from behind spotlights, and a bolt of panic shot through my heart. I shuffled close to Nero, who pulled me into his side. This had to be some kind of vampire trap.

      “What’s this?” said the voice of the alpha werewolf. “Why isn’t your master writhing on the ground like the other one, blood whore?”

      “What are you talking about?” Nero snarled.

      “The blonde who was fucking her ass the other day,” the alpha replied to the snicker of rough, male voices.

      My stomach dropped. Had Dante arrived at this spot before us and gotten caught trying to drink the pig’s blood?

      “She’s lost count of the blood-suckers who’ve fucked her ass!” muttered one of the werewolves.

      The other wolves burst into roars of drunken laughter. A few of them even clinked their bottles.

      I clenched my teeth. Why hadn’t I exercised more caution? My hands balled into fists.

      The werewolves had set traps for the runaway vampires and were rounding them up for the hunters. I had learned as much when Justine stormed their cabin, but all of that had escaped my mind after she mutilated three wolves into boneless joints.

      The alpha wolf pointed at us. “Why did you come here?”

      “Where’s Dante?” Nero snarled.

      “Answer my question,” she snapped.

      “Answer mine!” In the blink of an eye, Nero lurched in her direction. A heartbeat later, he returned to my side with both hands wrapped around her neck.

      The dark figures rushed forward, some of them dropping their bottles to the ground.

      “Stay back,” I shouted. “Unless you want us to kill your alpha.”

      The werewolves stilled, their growls filling the air and causing the fine hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end. A male whose dark, shaggy beard covered most of his face growled, “You won’t get away with this, blood-whore!”

      “What did you do to the blond vampire?” I asked.

      “We handed him and the others we caught over to the hunters,” he replied. “Give us back our alpha.”

      Nero tightened his grip around the alpha’s throat, making her gag. “Not until you tell us where they took those vampires.”

      “Stop,” she croaked. Her eyes turned at me, pleading with tears running down her cheeks.

      Hardening my heart, I turned my head back to the other werewolves. This was the female who had given Lady Mantis the information that had gotten the boys attacked. Then she had aroused Justine’s suspicious by having me abducted from the castle to open the wards.

      Her rasping breaths made my insides shudder, and I shoved those feelings away. Even if she had been acting to protect her pack, she hadn’t given a shit about the impact it would have on me. My days of showing mercy to people who betrayed me were over.

      One of the werewolves, a bald male with ebony skin, raised a hand holding a two-liter bottle of clear liquid. “There are storerooms leading off the kitchen. I’ve seen them put the runaways in there.”

      “Fine.” Nero released the alpha werewolf, who collapsed on the ground wheezing.

      “You won’t get away with this,” she snarled. “Vampire superiority has fallen.”

      The black werewolf turned to Nero, his brows knitted together. “I understand why the blood-whore is still standing, but why isn’t the infrared light affecting you like it did your friend?”

      Everybody stilled. My heart stopped beating, the werewolves stopped moving, and even the alpha stopped gasping for air.

      The werewolves knew Nero’s secret.

      And if they passed it onto the hunters, Radu would work out exactly what I had been doing with the Stryx brothers.

      Without meaning to, tendrils of magic shot out from my throat chakra and pierced the soul-star chakras of every werewolf within the sphere of the infrared lights.

      The black werewolf stiffened. “What are you—?”

      My tendrils delved into their throat chakras, stealing their voices.

      “Are you doing this?” whispered Nero.

      Still holding them in my grip, I gave him a sharp nod. “They can’t tell the hunters what you’ve become.”

      “Fuck,” he snarled. “Wait here a second.” Nero picked up the alpha and twisted her neck.

      Horror contorted the features of the nearest werewolf. I stared straight ahead not flinching with the clicking sounds of necks being snapped and the thud of bodies falling to the floor as Nero moved from one werewolf to the next.

      Bottles smashed, filling the air with the scent of strong alcohol. One of the infrared lights crashed to the ground in an explosion of sparks. Even if I wanted to leave them alive, I couldn’t trust them not to exchange this information for better conditions. They werewolves had to die.

      As soon as the last soul-star chakra winked out of existence, I retracted my tendrils of magic and exhaled a long, shuddering breath.

      We walked away from the hut, our hands intertwined.

      “Did I kill all the wolves in that pack?” he asked.

      “About half of them.”

      “Gates won’t like this,” he muttered.

      A sigh slid from my lips. “I know, but we’ll have to explain things to him later.”

      “Let’s go and rescue Dante and see if we can’t find Raph on the way.”
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      As we walked through the trees, the wind carried the scent of burning alcohol. I turned around to find flames racing across the clearing.

      An ear-piercing shriek made my stomach flip, and my gaze jumped to the pig. She scrambled onto her long legs, squealing at her children to run. The stilt-like appendages trembled, and the pig flopped back onto the ground with the piglets crawling around her, screaming.

      I squeezed Nero’s hand. “We have to help her.”

      “Who?” he asked.

      “The pig.”

      With a frown, Nero glanced in the direction of the castle.

      I tugged harder. “It’s not her fault she can’t move, and I’m not having them burned alive because of us.”

      “Fine.” Nero walked back through the trees, gathered the pig under one arm, and grabbed a handful of squirming piglets.

      I rushed forward and gathered the rest of the piglets, including the little runt who had been kicked out by its siblings. Together, we raced deeper into the forest, jumped over a small stream, and raced through knee-length mint plants to a clearing of wild cherry trees.

      “Is this place okay?” he asked.

      “Thanks.” I set the piglets down.

      Nero placed the pig under the tree and arranged the piglets close to her teats. I put the runt in the middle, making sure it got a chance to feed.

      Afterward, he scooped me into his arms and held me to his chest. “We have to get Dante.”

      “He must have been in that group of captured vampires who passed over our tunnel.”

      “Shit,” Nero snarled. “What the hell happened to Raph?”

      Dread curdled the semen in my stomach, and I tried not to think about the Radite I had seen with the group. If he or she had captured Raphael and noticed that he hadn’t burned in the werewolves’ trap, he would probably be recognized as a day-walker and taken to Radu for inspection.

      With as much confidence as I could muster, I said, “Hopefully, he got away.”

      Nero sped us through the darkened forest, past sections of pine trees and oaks. Their scents mingled in my nostrils, causing my head to spin. It was great that he had maintained his vampire speed and strength, but how long would that last until he needed food?

      I rested my head on his shoulder, making plans to seek out the onion woman. Perhaps she could make more of the mashed up, watered-down meals she had prepared for Raphael.

      Several feet before the castle and its courtyards, we stopped behind a thicket of gorse, and Nero set me to my feet. “There’s a tunnel here that gets us close to the kitchens.”

      “Right,” I whispered. “Let’s go.”

      We walked hand-in-hand behind the trees until we reached a manhole that looked like it led to a sewer. Nero bent down, unscrewed its metal top, and set it aside. Instead of the foul stench I expected to surge from the depths of the hole, all I felt was a warm gust of air.

      “You go first,” said Nero. “I’ll replace the cover.”

      I eased myself into the warmth, placing my feet on thin, rust-covered rungs of metal. Moments later, Nero joined me with the metal manhole lid balancing on his fingertips like a pizza box. He eased the cover back into the hole, encasing us in darkness.

      It was even darker at the bottom, and my feet sank into spongy ground. I tried not to think about it and waited for Nero to finish descending.

      “He says he’s just a scholarship student,” said a male voice through the wall.

      “Of course, he’d say that,” replied a female voice. “The alpha wolf assured us that he was one of the hostages Lord Radu wanted.”

      I clenched my teeth, wishing I had the power to bring her back to life so I could throttle her until her eyes popped. If those hunters took Dante to Radu—I shook my head, not wanting to consider what that monster might do to a handsome, young vampire.

      The man snorted. “She’ll say anything to save her wolves.”

      “Alright, then,” said the woman. “We’ll take him to Justine and let her decide.”

      “Renée,” he said.

      The other hunter paused, and I imagined her shuddering. “Yeah, let’s go and see Renée.”

      Dread rolled through my gut, making me cringe. I couldn’t leave Dante alone with any hunter, let alone a Radite. Turning to Nero, I whispered, “Stay here.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Going in. If the hunters value my potential, they might let me keep Dante as my personal prisoner.”

      Nero shook his head. “It’s risky. You should stick with me in case they decide to punish you for running away.”

      “I’ve only been missing for a few hours, and I’m not in anyone’s bad graces yet.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’ll rescue Dante.”

      Nero wrapped an arm around my shoulder and brought me into his chest. Now that he had become a day-walker, his spicy scent was much less pronounced. “This Renée character sounds like the third most powerful hunter. How do you think you can fight her?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s better than you storming in there and getting yourself captured. If those monsters experiment on you and discover our bond—”

      “Alright.” He gave me a tight squeeze. “Be careful. I’ll stay close by and intervene if anything goes wrong.”

      We retraced our steps through the hallway and back up the metal ladder. Throughout this, thoughts of Dante in the hunters’ clutches plagued my mind. They despised vampires and would probably treat him worse than usual because of his connection to Lord Stryx.

      Nero uncovered the manhole, bringing in fresh, cool air. He stepped out first and pulled me out into the courtyard behind the castle.

      As we hid behind the gorse, he cupped my face with both hands and whispered. “Be careful.”

      Moonlight reflected in his ebony eyes, making my heart melt. Every instinct begged me to ask him to accompany me to the castle, but it wasn’t safe. Instead, I murmured, “I will.”

      After a brief, chaste kiss on the lips, Nero disappeared into the bushes. I took a deep breath, gave myself a mental shake, and walked toward the path that wrapped around the academy building.

      As soon as I stepped out of the woods, a voice asked, “Are you Alicia Stephens?”

      My heart jumped into my throat. I spun around to find a familiar face. It was a man about nineteen with dark hair in a crewcut.

      “That’s me,” I said.

      His brows drew together. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

      “We met in the dungeon on my first day at the academy. They were about to turn you into a knocker.”

      “Right.” His face twisted with anger. “That’s six months I’ll never get back.”

      “They turned me into a knocker, too,” I murmured.

      The man tilted his head to the side. “Did Lord Radu awaken you? I didn’t see you in the ballroom yesterday morning.”

      Right now, the only people I trusted were Gates, the onion woman, and the Stryx brothers. For all I knew, Justine could have sent this guy to uncover the gaps in my story. Zarah had wondered how I had gained the magic to burn through the wards, and she had probably shared her suspicions with Justine and Renée.

      I drew my shoulders up to my ears. “Lady Mantis wanted to make me loyal to her and not to the headmaster. They talked about changing the recipe of the knocker porridge, so it included her blood.”

      His brows rose. “Really?”

      “It must have worn off or something.”

      He shook his head. “The others are talking about you like you’re some sort of prodigy.”

      Lowering my gaze to the gravel, I continued toward the castle. “They shouldn’t. All I did was try to survive in an academy of vampires.”

      The former knocker walked at my side, examining my features, and I took that opportunity to study his energy. All his chakras flickered around the edges as though they struggled against something dark and murky.

      Given that Lord Radu had pulled black energy from mine to clear me of the mesmerism, I guessed the anomaly in the man’s chakras was the fading vampire influence.

      “Lord Radu wants us all in the dining room at nine,” he said. “A few others and I are sending out the message to all the frumosi and hunters.”

      “Alright.” I stopped at the castle’s entrance steps. “Thanks.”

      His brows drew together. “You were with someone. Who was that boy?”

      My heart rate trebled. With his dreadlocks, Nero was pretty distinctive-looking compared to the other vampires. If someone had given the hunters a description of the Stryx brothers, this man would already know who I had been kissing.

      Keeping my voice even, I said, “A frumosi from my year.”

      He chuckled. “Try not to get too attached. Our Lord doesn’t approve of Radites fraternizing with those not yet strong enough to become hunters.”

      My spine stiffened. Had absorbing Zarah’s power elevated me to the highest level of evil? I wondered what made him think I was anything like Renée and Justine. Perhaps whoever had told him I was a prodigy had also shared what I had done to Zarah.

      He continued staring at me as though I was some kind of specimen.

      I stared back. Hadn’t this guy been a student sent out to a Noble House and rejected for being rebellious? At the time, I’d swallowed everything he said about the vampire sisters using him to get pregnant and then discarding him when he became too troublesome.

      But what if he had come into contact with hunters? There was something off about him, and I didn’t care to prolong this conversation.

      “Thanks.” I offered him a tight smile. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

      “See you later.” He turned on his heel and walked back in the direction of the woods. If he thought he could capture Nero, he would be in for a nasty surprise.
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        * * *

      

      I strode through the marble hallways, looking for signs of the two hunters who had talked about taking Dante to Renée.

      A few frumosi students scurried past, casting me curious looks. One of them whispered something to the other, but I wasn’t in the mood to catch up on the latest gossip. I needed to find Dante before the hunters hurt him.

      “There you are,” said Justine from behind.

      Relief surged through my veins. Justine would know exactly where to find Renée. But if I appeared too enthusiastic, she would get suspicious and ask a bunch of awkward questions.

      Tamping down my enthusiasm, I turned to her with my brows raised. “Have you been looking for me?”

      “Lord Radu has an important announcement to make in the dining room.”

      “That’s at nine, right?” I glanced over her shoulder into the hallway. “That means I’ve got time to—”

      “No, you don’t.” Justine wrapped her hand around my bicep. “No rest for the wicked. Renée and I need your help with a pesky vampire.”

      My heart flipped like a crepe. “Which one?”

      “That’s what we want to know.”

      The older woman marched me through the hallways, past the windows that overlooked the embracing statues and down an illuminated stairwell.

      I held my silence, practicing what I should say when they brought me to Dante. If I said I didn’t know him, they might take Dante to where the hunters kept the male vampires. Then what would happen to him?

      We reached the bottom of the stairs, and Justine pushed open the door leading to the teachers’ suites. I walked alongside the woman, my heart thrumming with anticipation.

      Perhaps this was a test to see if I would try to protect Dante. It wasn’t as if they really needed me to identify him. Everyone in the academy who hadn’t been trapped as a knocker already knew the Stryx brothers.

      “Here we are.” Justine stopped outside a white door carved with the academy’s House of Draculesti coat of arms. She gave it a gentle knock.

      A female voice from inside shouted to come in.

      We stepped into what I could only describe as a boudoir of purple damask wallpaper, overstuffed, mauve sofas, and golden armchairs upholstered in scarlet.

      A naked blond stretched out on a daybed with heavy shackles around his neck and wrists and ankles. His muscles strained against his bonds, but it was a futile effort, as Renée’s magic held him in place.

      My heart broke at the sight of Dante looking so subjugated, and rage poured out. The wretched hunters had stripped this proud vampire of both his clothes and his dignity.

      Renée yanked him up by his hair. “Is this one of the brothers who made you their whore?”

      Dante’s eyes widened, and his full lips parted in a gasp.

      Justine placed both hands on my shoulders and ushered me further into the room. “He knows you.”

      “Is this one of the sons of Stryx?” asked Renée.

      There was no point in trying to cover up. Anyone with a pair of eyes could tell I had a history with this vampire. I whispered, “His name is Dante. Dante Striga of the Noble House of Stryx.”

      “He kept you as his blood whore.” Justine wrapped a hand around my neck. “I heard multiple reports of how these boys set upon you at once, filling every hole until you choked on cock.”

      Stiffening, I clenched my teeth and tried not to react to her taunt.

      Renée shook her head and grinned. “Dirty boys.”

      “Don’t you want revenge?” Justine whispered into my ear, her words curling around my senses like a constrictor.

      “How?” I asked.

      “Torture him for the location of his brothers.” Justine released me and walked across the room.

      “Me?” I stared down at Dante, my gaze traveling across the length of his nude body. His skin had reddened in places, but so far, no one had bitten him.

      “He’s pretty,” said Renée. “But not my type.”

      “Prove your loyalty to our lord and punish your former master,” said Justine.

      I swallowed hard. This might be an opportunity to create a mating bond and turn Dante into a day-walker. It wasn’t much, but it would make his blood unpalatable to hunters, and he would become impervious to sunlight and infrared weapons.

      My tongue darted out to lick my lips. “Can I rape this vampire?”

      Renée rolled her eyes. “I hardly see how that’s torture for a boy.”

      “They’re used to climaxing everywhere and anywhere they wish. I want to take him to the brink and make him beg.”

      “Tease and denial,” Justine growled. “Nice.”

      “Can I drink his blood?” I asked.

      “As long as you leave him alive,” said Renée. “We still need him as a hostage.”

      Channeling my inner Lady Mantis, I raised my chin and gave Dante my coldest look. His face smoothed out into a neutral mask, but his aquamarine eyes remained wide with fear. I swallowed hard. How difficult would it be to exchange blood and vows while I had sex with him on the day bed?

      A heavy fist knocked on the door.

      “What is it?” snapped Justine.

      The door swung open, and a group of low-level hunters rushed inside. “There are a bunch of dead werewolves near trap C.”

      “What?” Justine snarled.

      “Any survivors?” asked Renée.

      “Four, but they claim not to know what happened to their packmates.”

      “Shit.” Renée clenched her fists. “What about the pigs?”

      The hunter’s brows drew together. “They managed to escape.”

      Renée turned to Justine, concern radiating in her blue eyes. “You don’t think those pigs—”

      “They’re domestic animals,” Justine snapped.

      “With human chakras.” Renée walked through the doorway, shooing the hunters out. “There’s no telling what capabilities those creatures have.”

      “You’re paranoid.” Justine followed her across the room and stepped into the hallway. “Just because—”

      The door clicked shut behind them, leaving me alone in the room with Dante.

      He closed his eyes, relaxed back into the day bed, and blew out a relieved breath. “Untie me before they return. Those hunters want to use us as bait to lure Lord Stryx to the academy.”

      My chest tightened. “I can’t.”

      His eyes snapped open, and he raised his head. “Why not?”

      “They’ll know I’m a traitor, and I’ll never get close enough to Radu to kill him.”

      Dante’s face tightened, and his head slumped back with defeat. “I suppose you’re right, but I don’t think I can go back to that sun-cell.”

      “We’d better bond. Now.”

      “What?”

      “I’m going to turn you into a day-walker.”

      Dante grinned. “I like the way you think.”

      “Move to the middle of the bed.”

      “Right now?” His gaze swept down my body.

      I straddled his hips and reached down between his legs. Dante’s dick was at half-mast, and I gave it an encouraging squeeze.

      He groaned, the sound going straight to my core. “Hurry up.”

      “Hold on a second.” I directed his hardening cock-head to my clit and teased myself to wetness. Ignoring the clinking of the chains encasing his arms and legs, I stared into his blue eyes and tried not to think about him being the hunters’ prisoner.

      “You look so hot fully clothed and with me shackled to the bed, taking what you want.”

      “Ready?” Arousal pulsed between my legs.

      His eyes rolled to the back of his head. “Turn me into a day-walker.”

      If this was a regular day in the boys’ suite, I’d be wringing wet, and then the slide down his erection would be a breeze. But a combination of nerves and the fear of a hunter walking in made me a little nervous.

      Hiking my dress up around my waist, I reached between my legs and circled my clit, wishing the hunters hadn’t shackled Dante’s wrists.

      He raised his head and stared between my spread legs. “You look so amazing, touching yourself,” he murmured. “So amazingly sexy.”

      His words filled my ears and melted away the last of my reservations. I lined him up against my damp opening and slid down an inch. As I was a little dryer than I’d hoped, it was a tighter squeeze, and lightning bolts of pleasure jolted down my thighs and into my belly.

      “Oh!” I bit my lip. This was so much more intense than usual.

      “Touch yourself,” Dante rasped. “I want to see you.”

      Sliding further down his erection and getting stretched wider, I continued circling my clit. Dante’s eyes rolled to the back of his head, and he licked his lips. “You’re so tight.”

      Once I had fully engulfed his hard dick, I placed both hands on his bulging pecs and ran my fingers down the contours of his tight torso. His golden hair fanned out against the purple upholstery like a halo, and the dim light of the boudoir brought out his high cheekbones, full lips, and strong jaw.

      “Of all the times I imagined we would finally have sex,” he murmured, his aquamarine eyes shining with affection. “I never pictured anything like this.”

      “Same here.” A happy sigh escaped my lips. Dante was so handsome, and so mine. I ground my hips, bumping my engorged clit against his pubic bone. This was so much more intense than the time we’d tried to have sex in the bathroom, so much closer with us staring into each others’ eyes.

      He bucked his hips, bringing a wave of ecstasy that tore a moan from my lips.

      Dante nicked his bottom lip with his fangs. “You want this?”

      The sweet smell of his blood filled my nostrils and turned my vision red. My gums itched with the urge to plunge my teeth into his neck and feed, but I held back. “Oh, Dante.”

      “Make me cum, and you can take as much as you like.”

      I raised and lowered my hips in a rhythm that sent a new surge of arousal to my core. It pulsed once, twice, three times, urging me to go faster, to fuck him harder… just so I could get a taste of that blood.

      Dante thrust against my movements, moaning as he increased the friction. “You’re wonderful, Alicia.”

      My fear and arousal, mingled with the ecstasy of our love-making, was turning out to be one of the most mind-blowing experiences of my life.

      Sweat broke out across my skin, and heat trapped beneath my woolen cardigan. I shouldered the garment off, letting cool air circulate across my arms and back. We had to hurry. To climax before the hunters returned from questioning the surviving werewolves.

      “Dante…” The words died in my throat.

      Pleasure swirled where our flesh met, building and building until my fangs fully descended and all I cared about was the erection pounding into my core and the taste of Dante’s blood when I made him climax.

      “Alicia.” He squeezed his eyes shut, his face contorted with effort. “You have to hurry. I’m not going to last much longer.”

      “Let me taste your blood,” I whispered.

      “What?”

      “It’s going to push me over the edge.”

      His lips spread into a wide grin. “Kiss me.”

      I lowered myself onto his chest and lapped at the blood beading on his lip. Dante tasted like summer wine, fragrant and fruity and filling my heart with more joy than I’d felt since the arrival of the hunters.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      “Nearly there.”

      He drew back and kissed the column of my neck, sending every nerve ending alight. I squeezed my eyes shut and moaned out my pleasure. Then a moment later, a pair of sharp scratches pierced my skin. Blood flowed from my veins into his mouth, and white light flared.

      My stomach dropped, and my heart flip-flopped.

      This marked the return of his soul-star chakra.

      “I, Alicia Stephens,” I said, trying not to trip over my words. “Do by blood and magic accept Dante of the Noble House of Stryx to be my mate. Say your vows.”

      Dante continued drinking my blood. Maybe it was catnip to vampires, but the blinding light of his soul-star chakra confirming that my blood was deadly.

      He groaned. “I, Dante Striga of the Noble House of Stryx, do by blood and magic accept Alicia Stephens to be my mate.”

      I bit into his neck and let his sweet blood slide down to the back of my throat. Swallowing, I completed our bond. The light of Dante’s soul-star dimmed to about the same brightness as his brothers, and I exhaled a relieved sigh.

      “Quick,” he whispered. “I’ve got to heal your wound.”

      He lapped at the skin on my neck, which itched as it knitted together. I let out a relieved sigh.

      “It worked.” I gave him a peck on the lips. “Now, hold still while I connect our chakras.”

      “What’s this for?”

      “The final stage of our bonding,” I whispered.

      The door flew open, and my heart jumped into my throat.

      Six hunters stepped into the room accompanied by a Radite whose energy stretched beyond her physical body. The men’s faces widened into grins, and one of them snickered.

      The Radite raised her brows at the tableau I must have made straddling Dante with blood around my mouth. “Step aside. Renée wants us to take him to the sun-cell.”

      My heart plummeted. We hadn’t had the chance to finalize our bond, and probably wouldn’t until I could get away. But we’d achieved one thing: Dante would no longer get hurt by the sun while he slept in his cell.

      I stepped back, not to look in Dante’s eyes. Until the onion woman had summoned the spirit capable of binding Radu, I couldn’t show my hand.
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      I followed after the group of hunters taking Dante to his cell. We walked through the hallways in silence.

      Dante shuffled his feet in the middle of the group, his head bowed, and his shoulders slumped with defeat. It was hard to tell if this was an act or if he was disappointed that I’d hadn’t saved him.

      The hunters stepped into a darkened stairwell, and one of them turned on a flashlight to lead the way. When they reached the bottom of the stairs and turned left toward the dungeons, one of them glanced at me over his shoulder and frowned. I recognized him as a knocker who used to serve sangria.

      “Why aren’t you in the dining room?” he asked. “Lord Radu is hosting a celebratory dinner.”

      I raised my chin, acting like I was an entitled Radite. “The vampire should stay in my suite. There’s a dog crate—”

      “We have our orders to take him to the sun cells,” he replied. “When Renée or Justine return, one of them might authorize a transfer.”

      “What’s the point of taking him out there when he’s only going to get sent back?”

      “Look,” snapped a hunter. “We have our orders. Until you reach an elevated rank within Lord Radu’s court, I suggest you go to dinner before you’re punished.”

      My heart sank, and my gaze fell on Dante, whose golden hair shone in the illumination of the hunters’ flashlight. This situation was impossible. We were both outnumbered, and I’d get absorbed if I fought now and showed my loyalties.

      I sent Dante a mental apology, hoping he could hold on for a little longer. He just bowed his head and didn’t make eye contact.

      The hunters continued toward the sun cell down the hallway, pulling Dante along. I stood in the dark, feeling one-part a betrayer and two parts-impotent for failing to pull my mate out of what could be a perilous situation. A sigh eased out of my lungs. He’d be fine as a hostage as long as they didn’t work out that he was impervious to the sun.

      A small hand grabbed my wrist and yanked me into an alcove. The tired eyes of the onion woman stared up into mine. “Where have you been?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I whispered.

      “Never mind all that.” Her gaze roved my form. “I see you’ve powered up since we last met. Are all of those boys of yours still alive?”

      I bristled. “It’s not like I hunger for their blood anymore.”

      She gave me an approving nod. “Come on, then. It’s time to go.”

      My brows drew together. If she wanted me to follow her, it probably meant she had completed all the preparations needed to summon the spirit that had given Dracula and Radu their powers. I may have mated with all three brothers, but I still hadn’t joined chakras with Raphael and Dante.

      “I’m not ready—”

      “You’re strong enough.” She walked out of the alcove and into the opposite direction of Dante and the hunters, giving my wrist a hard tug to make sure I followed.

      I gazed over my shoulder into the darkness. The group of hunters taking Dante to the cells had disappeared further into the hallway, their soul-star chakras as distant as black stars. Making a mental promise to do what I could to get Dante transferred to my room, I trudged after the onion woman.

      Apprehension sat in my belly like an unmovable boulder. I had no idea what summoning a spirit would entail or whether I had enough magic to fix things if anything went wrong. I stared at the back of the onion woman’s head and chewed the inside of my cheek. What did I really know about her?

      The onion woman was a frumosi who had spent her time here not interfering in the subjugation of her own kind within the Sanguine Academy of Vampires.

      Guilt slithered under my boulder of apprehension, and I rubbed my stomach. It wasn’t fair to judge someone for lying low because they wanted to destroy the vampire corruption from the top.

      “It’s this way.” She pulled me into the same storeroom she’d shown me earlier.

      The books from the shelves now lay piled in one corner like a tower, and she’d cleared away all the dust and cobwebs.

      My gaze dropped to the floor, where the gentle light of oil lamps illuminated the most complicated pattern of dried blood. A pentagram with symbols on each of its points lay in the middle. Surrounding it was a series of concentric circles with shapes and peculiar symbols in between.

      “Have you done this before?” I whispered, pretty sure she’d once said she had.

      The onion woman nodded. “Each time, I’ve summoned lesser spirits but never the one who gave Dracula his powers. This is where you come in. With your levels of magic, the higher spirits will understand you’re a big player and allow themselves to be summoned.”

      “How do you know their level in the hierarchy of spirits?”

      She tapped her third eye. “Everything that exists has energy, including the incorporeal. All the lesser spirits are no more powerful than the average knocker, but they like to talk themselves up.”

      “Alright.” For some reason, hearing that gave me a little comfort that I wouldn’t help the onion woman unleash something terrible into the mortal world. “But how will you know when you find the right one?”

      The onion woman picked up an Aladdin-style lamp. “It’ll be the one who knows Dracula and Radu.”

      I leaned against the closed door, tongue darting out to lick my dry lips. “What do we do? Summon the spirit and set it on Radu?”

      “Only if you want another terror taking control of this castle.” She edged around the circle and drizzled oil around its perimeter.

      I furrowed my brow. Couldn’t this woman ever give me a straight answer? “Alright then, will we ask it for information on how to defeat Radu?”

      “Correct,” she replied.

      Pride surged through my chest, but I tamped it down. I’d been through a lot, transformed my species, and according to Gates, become the leader of a pack. The time for acting like this woman’s student was over. I was a power in my own right.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” I said.

      She shot me a withering look.

      My brows rose. “Before I help you, I need guarantees that this spirit won’t break out of the summoning circle. It’s like you said, we don’t need another terror in control of the castle.”

      Annoyance flickered across her features. I supposed it was a lack of control over the situation. Up until now, I had needed her more than she needed me. But because of the attachments I’d formed with the boys, it was me who held the power required to summon an important spirit, not her.

      Eventually, she pointed at the third concentric circle. “This is a standard summoning circle with sigils that reinforce the lines between this realm and the next.”

      I nodded.

      She pointed at the sixth. “The next three circles are for protection. When you add your power to the perimeter, whoever I call into the star won’t be able to move beyond the first circle.”

      My throat thickened. I had to take everything she told me on faith, as I knew nothing about ouija boards, dark magic, demonology, or whatever this was. But Radu and his group of hunters had transformed this academy into their stronghold. They would farm every vampire for their blood and transform every captured frumosi into a monster or absorb their life force. There didn’t seem to be much choice but to trust the onion woman.

      She completed drizzling oil outside the ninth circle. “This is the final anchor. It acts as an impenetrable barrier. It doesn’t matter how powerful the spirit might be, it can’t cross. Unless one of us is stupid enough to pull it over and absorb it into our bodies.”

      My shoulders relaxed. No amount of cajoling would convince me to let a spirit use me as its vessel.

      The onion woman pointed at two additional circles in the far corner of the space. “You sit in the left one, and I’ll take the right. It’s an extra safeguard that stops anything from breaking through into possessing us.”

      “But you said—”

      “The ninth circle and the holy fire are absolute protection, but I’m not taking any chances.” She pressed a thick necklace into my hand. “Put this on.”

      I frowned at the pendant woven from onion skin. A knot of three leaf-shaped loops with a circle interlaced through the pattern. “More protection?”

      “The spiritual equivalent of a no-entry sign,” she fastened her own around her neck. “Anything tempted to sneak into your chakras will get stuck in this knot until you release it back into the spirit realm.”

      My spine straightened with confidence, and I tied on my necklace. “Let’s get started.”

      She gave me a half smile and walked around to the right circle. “Go on, get into your circle of protection. I need you to set the oil alight with your magic.”

      With a nod, I walked around to my place and took my position, wondering if this summoning circle was the reason she had taught me to set a piece of paper on fire.

      Once I had settled on the floor, she grabbed my hand. “We anchor each other. No matter what someone offers us, we won’t let any of the beings who tempt us roam free.”

      My mouth dried, and I pictured a small flame on the closest patch of oil. Fire spread around the circumference of the ninth circle, releasing the scent of burning incense—frankincense, which I recognized from the few times we had gone to Christmas mass before Mom had married an atheist.

      “We summon a messenger from the depths of the spirit world,” said the onion woman.

      Nothing happened for several moments.

      I gazed down at the intricate patterns on the floor, wondering if she had made a mistake. I was about to ask when a spirit flickered above the pentagram. It was a yellow flame with a red core with black eyes glaring out at us.

      “Ladies,” it rasped. “Who would disturb our realm?”

      My eyes bulged. I glanced at the onion woman, who pursed her lips. “We wish to have an audience with a powerful spirit.”

      The flame flickered. “You are speaking with the King of Hell!”

      “Where’s your crown?” the onion woman snapped. “Where’s the surge of power that should make my hairs stand on end? You’re the spiritual equivalent of a doorman, and don’t tell me any different.”

      The flame dimmed. “What do you want?”

      “I wish to speak with the spirit who offers beings power in exchange for their souls. Five centuries ago, it dwelled in the region between Belgrade and Transylvania.”

      “Tell me your names and tell them true,” it said.

      “Don’t waste time trying to form a connection with us. Fetch the higher being, or I’ll banish you so deep in the abyss, you won’t be able to rise for a millennium.”

      The flame flickered around the edges, and its black eyes retreated into its red core. I shuddered in my circle. The onion woman’s abrasive attitude certainly worked in the spirit realm.

      “Very well,” it said. “But I will take my payment.”

      “Your master will pass on your share when you have completed your task.”

      A tiny voice in the back of my head wondered if I was the payment — a fatted calf to hand over to the more powerful spirit in exchange for its help.

      Centuries ago, it had offered Dracula and Radu power to defeat their enemies in exchange for their souls. Considering that Radu absorbed the souls of others, it wasn’t a stretch to imagine that the spirit wanted Dracula and Radu out in the word amassing power before it consumed them.

      I blew out a breath. It was too late to raise my suspicions, and even if I did, the onion woman would deny that I was payment for services rendered.

      “Very well,” said the flame. “I will fetch the one you seek.”

      Moments later, a fully-formed man stood in the middle of the circle, clad in blood-soaked armor. His body seemed as solid as mine. Instead of chakras and meridians, a single red ball of energy glowed in the place of his solar plexus.

      I gulped, wondering what on earth that meant.

      “Who dares to call the great Ademenitor?” he boomed.

      “Two descendants of Radu,” said the onion woman.

      “Radu,” the spirit snarled. “That wretch and his brother owe me their souls!”

      Excitement made my heart skip a beat, and I turned to the onion woman, who gave the spirit an approving nod.

      “This is why we’ve called upon you,” she said. “The power you’ve unleashed is causing mayhem on innocents, and it’s time you reclaimed their souls.”

      Ademenitor narrowed his eyes. “Why would I do that?”

      “Because they are your property.” She pointed her finger at his chest.

      The spirit paused as though thinking about the onion woman’s words. “Dracula hides his soul where I cannot find it, and Radu has not reached the end of his life, so I cannot yet claim his soul.”

      I swallowed hard. “Radu’s been feeding on vampire blood to extend his life, and he’s also absorbed the souls of his own descendants to enhance his power.”

      “Indeed?” the spirit purred. “Release me from these infernal circles, and I will allow Radu to absorb me. When he does, he will lose both life and body and soul.”

      My gaze darted to the onion woman. She hadn’t told me to keep quiet, and I hoped I hadn’t ruined things by speaking up.

      “We can’t do that,” she said.

      He spread his hands wide. “I offer you power beyond your wildest imaginations.”

      “It’s not power we seek,” she said.

      “Then what?” he growled.

      “Justice.”

      Ademenitor crouched and appeared to stare into the Onion woman’s eyes, but two black coals within the red core glowered at me. “Explain.”

      The onion woman straightened. “Dracula has fulfilled his mission to defeat his enemies and reclaim his throne. Now he wanders the earth, ruining the lives of innocents. As does Radu.”

      “I am listening,” he purred.

      “Half a millennium later, they’re laughing at you for failing to collect on the bargain,” she snapped. “It’s time you claimed them and completed your deal.”

      A biting wind swirled around the room. Tiny shards of ice sliced into my skin, reminding me of the time Micalla had attacked me with vampire bats. Panic lanced through my stomach, cooling my blood and making me run through my chakras for foreign influences.

      Tendrils of my traitorous magic seeped out from my root chakra and snaked across the floor toward the black cores within the protective flames.

      Revulsion rippled through my insides. I still didn’t have full control over my hunter abilities, and the spirit had probably tried mesmerizing me on a deep level. Closing my eyes, I blew out a long, cleansing breath and focussed on keeping my magic within my own protective circle.

      I couldn’t blame anyone but myself. The onion woman hadn’t predicted that the spirit would succeed in making me enter the circle.

      As the illusionary wind died, it shouted, “You would dare to order the Great Ademenitor?”

      The onion woman snarled at the spirit. “How do you expect me to treat a being who turned two former captives into the scourges of all humans? The more powerful they become, the more they’ll evade you. If Radu drinks Dracula’s blood, he’ll live forever, and you’ll never get your precious souls.”

      All the tiny hairs on the back of my head stood on end. It was no wonder that Dracula turned her into a knocker. The onion woman was as tough as hell.

      “Fine,” it growled. “It is time to claim what is—”

      The door flew open, and Justine strolled into the room, holding the skin of a dire wolf that looked exactly like Gates. Her gaze skipped over the spirit and fell on me.

      Every ounce of blood drained from my face. My mouth dropped open, and I whispered, “Justine.”

      “Well, well, well.” She rocked back and forth on her heels. “Turning to demonology for kicks?”

      Ademenitor tilted his head to the side. “What is this deformed creature?”

      Justine’s face twisted into a scowl. “Have you taken a look at yourself in the mirror?”

      My heart spasmed. I stared at the onion woman, whose face froze in a frightened mask. All this preparation, neither of us had thought to stop hunters from watching us through the walls.

      “How dare you!” the spirit snarled.

      “I’ve dealt with shits like you before.” Justine extended her tendrils over the nine circles and stuck them into the spirit’s red core.

      My jaw unhinged, and my lungs emptied their contents in a single rush. “Wait—”

      I ran out of air, unable to shout out a warning. It was already too late, and I didn’t know who I needed to tell to watch out. If the spirit absorbed Justine, it might be strong enough to deal with Radu, but then what? We could end up with a being twice as powerful and twice as evil as the vampires and the hunters.

      “What are you doing?” Ademenitor thrashed his arms through the stream of Justine’s energy, but it couldn’t break her hold.

      “Teaching you your place.” She sucked the spirit’s red energy into her tendrils. “When I send you back to the cesspool where you belong, you’ll be nice and weak, so the others will feast on your life-force.”

      “No!” The spirit’s voice echoed through the chamber.

      Justine threw her head back and laughed, absorbing more of the spirit’s red core.

      Nausea, with a side-order of terror, rippled through my insides. I turned the onion woman and gasped. “What’s happening?”

      The older woman shuddered. “I have no idea, but we have to stay and erase the circle. Otherwise, enough of those things will break through and possess us all.”

      An icicle of terror lanced through my heart, spreading cold through my veins. What on earth had we done? And what was Justine doing?

      The hunter’s vast energy body became drenched in a red deeper than blood. She turned to me, her eyes blazing like a stop sign. “Alicia, fetch Lord Radu. He must also feed. With this power, he will be strong enough to defeat the likes of Lilin and Stryx!”

      The spirit’s harsh, gut-wrenching screams sent a shudder that permeated me to the marrow. After all that talk of being able to take control of Radu, Ademenitor couldn’t even defeat Justine. A whimper reverberated in my throat. Between the onion woman and me, we had condemned the entire supernatural world.

      Justine’s face twisted into a scowl. “What are you waiting for, go and—”

      Her eye widened, and her feet dragged through the flames, forming a break. The onion woman darted forward and poured fresh oil over the fire to rejoin the circle.

      Ademenitor’s body stretched over Justine’s, and with a sickening crunch, all her chakras exploded into a mass of swirls that sank into the spirit’s red core.

      “You have pleased me.” Ademenitor rubbed his belly. “And I will reward you for this very generous gift.”

      “Did you pretend she was winning?” I asked.

      The spirit chuckled. “Of course.”

      The red spot in the middle of its body narrowed. It twisted into a pentagram within a hexagram within a heptagram. Surrounding them were two concentric circles joined by eight spokes and in the center of the shapes lay a rectangle whose right side dipped down forty-five degrees and was bisected by two parallel lines.

      “Memorize this symbol,” he said. “It is the way to call me at a moment’s notice. Wherever you draw it in blood, I will come.”

      The symbol reverted to a circle, and Justine’s face surfaced through its red light, twisted in a silent scream. Her single eye glared out, a mix of horror and vengeance shining within its depths.

      My throat spasmed. The hunter probably thought I had led her into a trap.

      As soon as the spirit descended into the pentagram, the onion woman bolted upright. She reached into the apron of her black dress and doused out the flames with handfuls of salt.

      As soon as the fire had gone, she turned to me and snarled, “Wipe that look off your face and take your place at Radu’s side.”

      I reared back. “Me?”

      The onion woman looked at me as though I was stupid. “How else are you going to get close enough to Radu to summon Ademenitor?”
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      It took the entire walk from the basement for my heartbeat to return to normal. I checked and rechecked my chakras for signs of the spirit’s taint, but apart from the time it had tried to reach me through the flames, I could no longer feel its influence.

      Two male hunters stood outside the double doors of the dining room. They both grinned at me, revealing sharpened teeth. Thinking of Dante’s delicious blood, I transformed my teeth and grinned back.

      “Welcome, sister.” The one on the right opened the door.

      Radu stood behind the head table with Renée on his right. A frightened-looking red-haired girl in a white tunic cowered on her other side, and a few seats to the left sat Captain Tanar. The vampire straightened and gave me an expectant stare.

      Ignoring him, I inclined my head at Radu. “Apologies for the lateness, My Lord.”

      He beckoned me inside with a gloved hand and pointed at a table full of male hunters whose energy bodies were broad enough to make them Radites. With a nod, I hurried over to my new place, cringing as the males’ gazes flicked over me as I sat.

      Radu held up a scroll. “Dracula sends a message that he’s on his way for an inspection. My brother is a cautious creature who will travel with the very best of guards. But he will not be prepared for me or my elites.”

      Cheers broke out across the tables of hunters. I glanced at the frumosi, who slumped in their seats, resigned. Annette ran a hand through her braids and dipped her head. Right now, I bet she wished for the return of the vampires.

      Radu chuckled. “Once I have Dracula’s blood in my veins, we will secure the other hostages and lure Stryx into my domain. And when I have ingested his power, we will defeat Lilin, and the supernatural world will be ours!”

      I locked eyes with Captain Tanar, who mouthed, ‘Help.’

      The kitchen doors opened, and a selection of delicious vampires strolled into the dining room, each clad in white loincloths. Saliva flooded my mouth. Would it hurt to fill my stomach before I dealt with Dracula and Radu?

      The male vampires walked around to the head table. Most of them were boys from my year and the year below, but I spotted Professor Proust, Dr. Grannus, and a few of the guards among the group.

      My breath quickened, and I pushed aside thoughts of how the former headmaster had supported my humiliation and the doctor’s eagerness to perform unnecessary gynecological exams.

      Radu tilted his head to the side, examining the males. He turned to Renée and asked, “Which will you have?”

      The female hunter wrapped her arm around the vampire girl at her side. “I’ve already chosen.”

      Radu’s lips thinned. “At this rate, you’ll exhaust valuable breeding stock.”

      Nausea rose to the back of my throat, and the tingling in my gums vanished. The thought of the girls being forced to have babies killed my appetite. I turned back to the table and clenched my fists.

      “Don’t you fancy any of those boys?” asked a blond hunter.

      “Not really.”

      He gave me a friendly bump on the shoulder. “I prefer to drink males by the goblet, not from the source.” His gaze rose to the head table, where Renée bit into the neck of the red-headed girl. “The females are a completely different matter.”

      A few of the hunters at the tables chose a vampire male and brought him back to feed. The male students who didn’t get selected walked to the back of the dining room and through the doors leading to the kitchen.

      This time, female vampires dressed in their academy uniforms brought in trays containing goblets of blood, followed by more girls carrying hot meals for the frumosi. The meal was shepherds’ pie and mixed vegetables, which used to be my favorite.

      A vampire girl in my year, who I recognized had laughed at me the time I’d been attacked by vampire bats, offered me a goblet of blood. Hatred burned in her violet eyes, but I met her gaze. The vindictive part of me wondered how the vampires liked being the underdog, but I stayed my tongue. Even if the vampires had treated us like second class citizens, they had never used us as livestock.

      “No, thanks,” I said.

      The girl handed the goblet to the hunter sitting on my right.

      “I noticed you’re off your feed,” said the man on my left. “Feeling nostalgic for solids?”

      I turned around to the frumosi tables, where my classmates poured gravy on their generous helpings of shepherds pie. “Not really,” I replied and meant every word. “I haven’t thought about that kind of food since I transitioned.”

      “That’s because you’ve moved up the food chain.” The hunter on my right downed his goblet of blood.

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      He wiped the back of his mouth and sighed. “When you were a frumosi, you ate cows, right?”

      My lips tightened with distaste, even though the words were true. “I suppose so.”

      “You never ate what the cows ate, did you?”

      I shook my head.

      “There you go.” He offered me his hand. “You’re Alicia, right? My name’s Alex. I’m a Radite, too.”

      I moved to give him a handshake, but he pressed his lips on my knuckles. “You know, there are ways for hunters to feed other than blood.”

      “How?” The memory of milking Nero and Gates for their semen rolled to the front of my mind, making warmth gather between my legs.

      Mischief danced in Alex’s eyes, and his lips curled into a smirk. “Come back with me, and I’ll teach you to—”

      A shadow fell across our table, and Alex’s eyes snapped up to the figure standing behind me. I twisted around and tilted my head up to find Radu staring down at the hunter, his blue eyes hard. “Thank you, Alexandru. I will take care of Alicia’s training.”

      “Yes, My Lord.” The hunter picked up his empty goblet and pretended to drink.

      I gazed up at Radu, who gestured for me to take his arm. Tamping down the panic flaring across my chest, I pulled back my seat, scrambled to my feet, and placed my fingertips on his massive, leather-clad elbow. Revulsion rippled across my skin like an infestation of millipedes, but I held a straight face.

      Radu pressed down on my hand with his massive paw and walked us through the dining room. Every eye turned in our direction, and I imagined that if Kat hadn’t been absorbed by Zarah, she would whisper something nasty to Annette about how I always attracted the most powerful men.

      Pushing those thoughts away, I gave Radu a shy smile. The onion woman had left it to me to summon Ademenitor to consume the monster’s soul.

      As soon as the door clicked shut, Radu asked, “How was your first night as one of us, my dear?”

      “Shocking at first,” I replied. “Nobody told me I could transform by absorbing another hunter.”

      “I made Zarah a Radite as a reward for unlocking the mystery of where the vampire elites hid their young.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and squeezed me to his side. “It was the least I could do after she had given me the key to everything I wanted.”

      I gulped. Did he mean Dracula’s blood? Did it matter? “But I killed her.”

      Radu raised his broad shoulders. “I offered her power but not protection. She squandered it by challenging one with greater potential.” He was probably trying to pay me a compliment, but my insides still trembled from the shock of seeing Ademenitor swallow Justine. “But it doesn’t have to be like that with us.”

      I gazed up into Radu’s ridiculously pretty face. “What do you mean, My Lord?”

      With his arm still sweeping me along, he opened the door to a stairwell and stepped inside, plunging us both in darkness. We walked down a flight of stairs in silence, the echoing of our footsteps the only sound. My pulse thudded in my ears, and my stomach twisted with anticipation.

      A moment later, the door above us opened, and a group of people stepped into the stairwell. I couldn’t be sure if they were Radu’s personal guards or enforcers who would make me change my mind if I turned down the man’s advances.

      I shook my head. Despite being the leader of all hunters and a mighty warrior, Radu didn’t seem the type to want to force intimacy on a woman. I wondered if that was because he felt that they should all desire him, as it struck me as odd that the type of person who could steal another’s life-force would concern themselves with sexual consent.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he turned to me and placed both hands on my shoulders. “Do you know I enjoy a bit of feeding play?”

      My insides turned to stone, but I smoothed out my expression in case he could see in the dark. “What’s that?”

      “A girl hungry for both power and cock straddles my body and takes what she wishes.”

      Heat rose to my cheeks, accompanied by a ripple of disgust. The last thing I wanted was to absorb more stolen life-force. “Did Zarah play that game?”

      “Are you jealous?” He opened the door, letting in the light.

      I would have bolted into the hallway, but he held onto my shoulder, keeping me in place. The next words that tumbled from my lips were pure bullshit. “Maybe I want to know if you do this with all the new girls.”

      “Zarah was not to my liking.” His glacial eyes bore into mine. “But a girl with large appetites will go far in my organization.”

      A cold sweat broke out across my skin. If I took Radu up on his offer, he would probably overpower me before I got a chance to draw Ademenitor’s symbol in blood. But if I continued to reject his advances, I might fail my mission and get absorbed.

      “I want Dante to stay in my room,” the words slipped from my lips. When Radu’s pleasant expression morphed into a scowl, I added, “My stomach’s rumbling, and I didn’t fancy any of those other vampires.”

      “And you will take your pleasure from this Dante?” Jealousy hardened his voice.

      Placing both palms on the man’s oversized and heaving chest, I swept my gaze from his pouting lips to his penetrating stare. “What can I say?” I murmured. “Revenge turns me on. I plan on making that vampire pay for the pain and humiliation he caused me when I served as his slave.”

      His eyes narrowed so I could only see his long, golden lashes. “You may still be vamp struck.”

      “They never bit me.”

      “But you were their blood whore,” said Radu. “What did they do with you?”

      “When I didn’t consent to let them drink my blood, they made me serve them in other ways.”

      I glanced down at the arm-sized erection straining through the leather of his pants, suppressed a shudder, and snapped my gaze back up. Maybe his henchwomen could handle that much meat, but I sure as hell couldn’t.

      Radu raised his sculpted brows. “And you will make Dante serve you in the same manner?”

      “It’s only fitting that I drink his blood and get riled up for feeding play,” I replied.

      “You will show me.” Radu turned to a group of guards who had been following and ordered them to pull Dante from the cells. We power-walked through the hallway, making me jog to keep up with his long strides.

      My heart sank. There was no way I could perform in front of an audience of Radu.

      Just as we passed the boys’ suite, the stairwell door burst open, and a female hunter rushed into the hallway. “My Lord.”

      “What is it?” Radu snarled.

      She flinched into a low bow. “Sorry for the interruption, but our lookouts tell us that a fleet of black limousines is traveling in our direction.”

      Radu turned his attention to the cowering woman. “Is there a truck or similar vehicle carrying dirt?” asked Radu.

      “Yes, My Lord,” she said. “It’s labeled Sunshine Compost.”

      Radu grabbed my hand and pressed his plump lips on my knuckles. “I must prepare for the upcoming battle. My guards will bring you Dante for dinner. And afterward, we will celebrate my victory against Dracula.”

      He disappeared with his entourage, leaving me alone in the hallway, staring at their backs. I hoped that Dracula would bring stronger vampires than the ones who had been guarding the students. If Radu became weakened during hostilities, he would be easier to defeat.

      I walked to the suite, opened the door, and stared at the empty fireplace. Even if Dracula was victorious, we would still have to leave. Every frumosi student in the academy would hate me for being favored by Radu, and the vampires would despise me for turning into a hunter.

      Running a hand through my hair, I let out a shuddering breath and headed for the chaise. If the surviving werewolves knew I had helped to kill their alpha and pack mates, they’d also want to tear out my neck.

      The door to Raphael’s room opened a crack, and Nero poked out his head. “How’s Dante?”

      “How did you get in here?” I whispered.

      “Through the fireplace,” Nero replied. “There are passageways leading down to the dungeons. What’s happening with Dante?”

      My shoulders sagged. “We bonded, but I had to let the hunters return him to the sun cell.”

      Raphael also poked his head out. “Why?”

      A flock of butterflies took flight in my stomach. In all the time I’d had a truce with the boys, I had never confided in them about the onion woman. “I have another plan.”

      “What’s wrong with the one we have?” Nero stepped out with Raphael on his heels.

      My gaze darted to the door. “Hide. I’m expecting a group of hunters to arrive soon with Dante.”

      “Really?” asked Raphael.

      “He’s supposed to be my dinner.”

      “Do you need to feed again?” asked Nero.

      Heat rose to my cheeks, and I dipped my head. “Ever since being turned into this, I’ve had a hunger that can’t be satisfied.”

      “We’ll help you.” Raphael crossed the room and wrapped his arms around my shoulders. “If you can’t feed on our blood, you can take as much semen as you need.”

      I leaned into his embrace, inhaling his masculine, cedar scent. “Thanks.”

      “Someone’s coming,” said Nero.

      Raphael drew back, and they disappeared into his room. I rushed to the chaise, took a seat, and picked up a textbook one of the boys had left behind.

      Moments later, someone knocked on the door.

      “Enter.”

      A group of hunters brought a naked and shackled Dante.

      “Remove his bonds,” I said.

      “Lord Radu only told us to bring him here for feeding,” said a black-haired male hunter.

      “How am I supposed to bite his neck with an iron collar covering his jugular vein?” I snarled.

      The hunters exchanged confused glances.

      “Look.” I stood and crossed the room. “Our Lord was concerned that I hadn’t eaten, and he wants me well-nourished before I tend to him in his personal chambers.” My brows rose for emphasis. “If you don’t release the shackles, I’ll have to walk this vampire to Justine’s room and disturb her time with Captain Tanar.”

      “Alright.” The hunter pulled out a key and unlocked the padlocks holding together the iron collar and manacles. “But we’re keeping the infrared torc in case he tries to fight back.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Please. I think I can handle a belligerent vampire.”

      The hunter shrugged and ushered his comrades out of the reception room. “We’re just taking precautions.”

      As soon as the door clicked shut, I wrapped my arms around Dante and pressed a kiss on his lips. “Don’t say anything incriminating.” I reached down between his legs and wrapped my hand around his hardening dick. “They’re still in the hallway.”

      He leaned back and groaned into my touch, the sound making my nipples tingle. Dante was already hard, and  pre-cum streamed from his cock-head over my fingers. I settled onto my knees and lapped up the sweet fluid, humming my pleasure.

      A spasm seized my stomach, urging me to suck him dry. But we had a little more time, and I wanted to savor his dick. Wrapping my hands around him in a firm grip, I ran my tongue along the piece of flesh that joined the shaft to his tip.

      Dante gasped. “What are you—?”

      “Sssh,” I lapped a bead of  pre-cum from his slit. “I’m feeding.”

      I parted my lips and slid him all the way to the back of my mouth. Dante bucked his hips, and his dick slipped into my throat—exactly where I needed him most.

      Tendrils of magic wrapped around his balls, over the skin behind them, and slid into his asshole. Dante stilled, his breaths ragged.

      I wanted to tell him to relax, but my mouth was full of his delicious, gorgeous prick. Another tendril of magic rose from my throat chakra. It slithered through his slit, down his urethra, and around his prostate.

      Dante made a choking sound in the back of his throat as my magic did the work.

      His hips trembled. I glanced up to find his teeth bared, and his eyes squeezed shut. “Alicia, please.”

      He didn’t specify what he wanted. To cum, most probably, but I continued this slide of my magic against his most intimate parts, enjoying the way he trembled and bucked under my command.

      Wetness gathered in my folds, and my clit swelled to the point of aching. What was it about these boys that distracted me so much?

      The sounds of footsteps echoing down the hallway alerted me that I didn’t have time to prolong his sweet torture and complete the bond, so I hurried my strokes and lashed my tongue along the underside of his dick.

      “I’m going to—” His erection swelled, pulsed, and warm jets of semen filled the back of my mouth.

      I leaned away a little to savor his sweet taste. It was much like the personality he hid behind a haughty mask.

      “That was amazing—”

      Surging upward, I cut off his words and pulled him down for a kiss. Dante wrapped his strong arms around my back and turned us over on the mattress, pinning me down with his weight. His dick, which had softened seconds after climaxing, now poked into my belly.

      “My turn,” he growled.

      “Wait!”

      “What?”

      “Lie still on top of me,” I whispered. “There’s one more thing we need to do to complete the bond.”

      “Right.”

      When he lay on the bed, I closed my eyes and brought my soul-star chakra to his in the gentlest of energetic kisses.

      “What’s this?” he whispered, his voice full of wonder.

      “We’re becoming one.”

      Dante’s arms tightened around me. “You’re the most perfect being I’ve ever met. I don’t think I can love anyone the way I love you right now.”

      Affection surged in my chest, thickening the back of my throat and bringing tears to my eyes. Dante, the vampire who had hated me in my first term and had called me a sow, and all kinds of horrible names, now expressed affection so deep, it rivaled what he felt for his brothers.

      “I love you, too.” The words slipped from my lips. “All of you.”

      He grinned. “Even Gates?”

      My mind went back to the time I’d ridden on the back of his dire wolf, and the time he had pushed me through the wards and sacrificed himself so that I could get free. “Gates, too.”

      As we kissed, our chakras connected in a series of colors: violet, indigo, blue, green, yellow, orange, and red. Bonding like this brought us closer than time, closer than joined experiences or even emotions.

      For that moment, I felt the bone-deep worry Dante held about having slept with the consort of Lord Stryx, the love he had for his brothers, his newfound respect for Gates, and the depth of his affection for me.

      “What am I?” he whispered. “My emotions feel so vivid.”

      “I’m not sure.” My hand skimmed his high cheekbones and brushed the golden hair off his face. “But all I know is that you’re mine.”

      At that moment, I needed to fetch Raphael. To complete the energetic part of the bond with him and unlock our full powers. With the three of us sharing magic, we might be able to defeat Radu without any need for deception.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Now that we had completed our bond, we couldn’t hang around the suite. Even if Radu was busy making preparations against Dracula, he could drop by for a break and find all three Stryx brothers.

      Raphael led us through his fireplace and showed me which uneven bricks would support my feet on the climb down.

      Dry, wood smoke-scented air filled my lungs, and tiny particles of soot settled on my head in the dark. I held my breath for the journey and focussed on Raphael’s directions.

      The more we descended, the lower the temperature dropped. Eventually, my feet reached hardened earth, and I stepped out from the chute. Dante and Nero jumped down, landing in silent crouches, making me wonder why I hadn’t developed any of their physical prowess through the joining.

      I peered into the darkened hallway and caught sight of a soul-star chakra in the distance.

      “Someone’s out there.” I grabbed Nero’s arm.

      “A hunter?” he asked.

      We advanced toward the figure with Raphael in the lead, shielding me from potential danger. Nero and Dante remained at my sides, their muscles tense and ready for a fight. I didn’t dare shout out in case voices carried through the hallways. The last thing I needed was Radu hearing me in distress and coming to the rescue.

      As we approached, I poked my head out from behind the boys and squinted. The person’s chakras were brighter than the average frumosi’s, but nothing as vivid as a hunter’s.

      “It’s a friend,” I whispered.

      “I smell onions,” whispered Raphael.

      Nero’s shoulders sagged. “Must be that strange knocker lady.”

      The figure switched on a flashlight and shone it in our faces. “What are you doing, lurching through the basement with your boys?” she hissed. “Why haven’t you completed your mission?”

      “What mission?” asked Raphael.

      “Is there somewhere private we can talk?” I asked.

      She nodded and turned on her heel. The wicker hamper in her hand creaked, and I wondered what on earth she could be transporting through the basement. We walked in silence for several moments until she beckoned us into a darkened chamber with light streaming out of large ventilation holes.

      The scent of blood filled my nostrils, making nausea rise to the back of my throat. I clapped a hand over my mouth, trying not to gag. Was this the back of a slaughterhouse?

      “What the hell is that smell?” whispered Dante.

      “This is where they keep the vampires they deem not pretty enough to parade at mealtimes,” said the onion woman. “Those too injured to fix up.”

      I peered through the grate into a dungeon. Vampire students sat on the bare ground, shackled to the walls by glowing torcs around their necks. A stream of infrared light separated each stall, making escape impossible unless they wanted second-degree burns.

      A gasp escaped my gaping mouth. “This is horrific. I had no idea—”

      “Which is why Radu needs to die,” whispered the onion woman. “And you’re the only one potentially strong enough and the opportunity to do the deed.”

      She raised her arms and erected an iridescent bubble within the space. I grabbed her hand and added my power, turning the bubble a pearlescent white.

      The onion woman sucked in a sharp breath. “What have you done to yourself?”

      “Radu told me the final step to creating the bond with the three brothers,” I replied.

      “There’s more to it than mating?” She rubbed her hand as though my touch had itched.

      I nodded. “Belinda, the daughter who mated with Dracula’s grandsons, had to be a hunter to be able to manipulate their chakras. Look.”

      With a deep breath, I pushed my magic through my chakras, illuminating the colored tendrils of energy connecting me to each of the boys.

      The onion woman’s mouth dropped open. “With this level of power, you might be able to defeat Radu without the help of a spirit.”

      “What are you talking about?” asked Nero.

      After giving a quick recap of how Dracula and Radu gained their powers, I explained that they had reneged on their bargains with the spirit with Dracula hiding his soul and Radu artificially extending his life.

      “He gave us a symbol to summon it to claim Radu’s soul,” I added.

      Nero scowled. “These beings are untrustworthy.”

      “Our father warned us never to summon spirits,” said Dante. “As they’re always looking for ways to escape into our world.”

      I glanced at the onion woman, who pursed her lips but didn’t comment. In his centuries of existence, Lord Stryx had probably encountered more types of supernatural beings than the onion woman had researched in her books.

      “We might not have to use the spirit’s help,” I said. “Dracula sent a message to the academy, saying he’s on his way.”

      Nero and Dante exchanged shocked looks.

      The onion woman stroked her chin. “If we sit back, they might destroy each other.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping,” I said.

      “Why do you want to kill Dracula?” asked Raphael.

      “Radu’s only doing to the vampires what Dracula did to the frumosi,” the onion woman said.

      Before anyone could argue back, she added, “The frumosi students might not be shackled to walls or farmed for their blood. But every single one of them has been abducted with their families killed. Now they all live under the threat of becoming a knocker if they don’t fall in line.”

      “Sorry,” said Raphael. “I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      “The vampires dressed it up as being trained to become consorts, but it was still slavery,” added Nero.

      “Before Radu arrived, it was hard for us to see how bad things were.” Dante ran a hand through his blond hair. “We were brought up in Stryx, where the humans are no better than livestock and can’t even use spoken language.”

      Shivers ran down my spine, and I pushed away thoughts of a Planet of the Apes scenario. Rubbing a hand over my brow, I shook my head. “Let’s concentrate on the upcoming battle.”

      “Dracula knows Radu’s weaknesses,” said the onion woman. “This might be our best bet for victory.

      “But I thought he was terrified of his brother,” I said.

      She raised her shoulders. “That doesn’t mean he’s ignorant of ways to defeat him.”

      “We need to warn Dracula that he’s walking into an ambush,” said Nero. “Is there a way to communicate with him?”

      “Leave that with me.” The onion woman glanced over her shoulder at a pair of vampire children walking past. They stopped at an upturned bucket and shared a glass of something.

      I tilted my head to the side. “What’s that?”

      “I’ve been leaving out batches of concentrated sangria for the young ones who are hiding in the hallways. It stops them from handing themselves over to the hunters out of hunger.” She reached into her wicker basket and pulled out a huge food flask. “Speaking of hunger, I brought some porridge for the boys.”

      “Thanks!” Raphael took the flask and unscrewed the top, releasing the scent of honey and warm milk.

      My mouth watered, and my empty stomach rumbled. “I think completing our bond might have cured my bloodlust.”

      “Good,” said the onion woman. “You four eat, and I’ll go upstairs and warn Dracula of the ambush.” She pointed a finger at my chest. “Stay away from Radu until he’s weakened from the fight.”

      The porridge was the smooth type that I used to feed Daniel when he was a baby. Nero and Dante, who hadn’t tried solid food yet, ate their portions slowly, but Raphael had no problem with the porridge.

      Since I hadn’t spent much time as a hunter, my digestion had reverted to normal, and I ate my portion with gusto.

      The onion woman also left a bowl of blueberries, which I devoured by the handful. This time, I found its fruit sugars energizing instead of cloying.

      Gratitude surged through my chest at my current situation. Radu had condemned me into becoming a hunter and then given me the information needed to help me transcend that wretched state.

      That didn’t mean I wouldn’t kill Radu when the time came.

      After eating, we left the bowl and food flask in place for the onion woman to find later and continued through the darkened hallways.

      “Where does this place lead?” I whispered.

      “There’s a ventilation shaft up ahead,” said Raphael. “It’s a bit of a tight squeeze, but it leads us to the side of the castle closest to the forest.”
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        * * *

      

      Between us, we decided that the best place to situate ourselves for the upcoming battle was behind Dracula’s entourage. That way, we’d be able to attack Radu and the hunters at their weakest… Provided that they didn’t defeat Dracula’s people as quickly as they had defeated everyone at the head table.

      We headed through the woods toward the academy’s entrance, with Raphael taking the lead. At this time of the morning, the pale streams of sunlight penetrated the forest canopy, appearing like mist swirling around the tree trunks.

      The scent of dew mingled with pine and eucalyptus, clearing my sinuses of the soot and filling me with renewed hope.

      I glanced from Nero to Dante, who walked by my sides and smiled. Neither of them seemed bothered about the sunlight on their skin, which warmed my heart. Mere days ago, they had both been charred.

      Raphael froze. “There’s someone up in the trees.”

      A large, denim-clad figure jumped down and landed in a crouch. Gates raised his head. “Hey.”

      I rushed forward and wrapped my arms around his neck, enjoying the warmth of his body. “One of the hunters skinned a dire wolf who looked just like you, and—”

      “I know.” He patted my back. “The hunters said werewolves weren’t good for anything but becoming rugs.”

      I drew back, my eyes filling with tears. “It’s my fault.”

      Brow furrowed, he pushed a lock of mahogany hair off my face. “What do you mean?”

      “We walked into a vampire trap.” Nero approached from behind, snapping twigs underfoot. “The alpha and her men wanted to bring us to the hunters, and we fought back.”

      Raphael stepped forward. “They’re the ones who burned and captured Dante and a few other vampires. I had to follow at a distance to make sure I also didn’t get caught.”

      Gates shook his head. “I told them not to work with the hunters. I said they would double-cross us, but nobody listened.”

      “We killed the werewolves,” I whispered.

      “What was the alternative?” said Gates. “Letting them bring you in?”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and inhaled his earthy scent. “You’ve lost your pack—”

      “You’re my pack.” He drew back, making sure to glance around at the boys. “If you’ll still have me.”

      “Of course.” Nero stepped forward and clapped him on the back.

      Raphael hugged him. “You’ve been one of us for a while now.”

      Dante shook his hand. “Thank you for helping during our time of need. I know it couldn’t have been easy.”

      Seeing the boys all getting along filled my heart with love. While Gates was no longer a frumosi and I probably couldn’t merge chakras with him, the experiences we shared had created a bond that couldn’t be broken.

      We continued through the forest with Gates and Raphael in front, past babbling brooks, the burned-out husk of the werewolves’ cabin, and reached the grove of saplings that lead to a meadow of wildflowers.

      Up ahead at the edge of the iridescent dome stood a gatehouse about the size of the boys’ reception room. From where we stood under the saplings, I couldn’t make out any figures inside.

      “I never noticed that before,” I murmured.

      “That’s because you were a prisoner both times you entered the academy,” replied Gates.

      “This is the academy’s main entrance,” said Raphael.

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Let’s go in there and wait for Dracula.”

      “Won’t someone see us?”

      “I can erect an invisibility bubble inside the building,” I replied. “Anyone walking past won’t notice our presence.”

      “Like that strange knocker did in the basement?” asked Raphael.

      “Exactly.”

      The wildflower meadow consisted of grasses that stood up to four feet in height combined with purple and pink flowers. We moved through the vegetation on our hands and knees, using the stalks as cover. A mix of floral scents wafted through the breeze, making the crawl somewhat bearable.

      As we approached the gatehouse through the trees, I noticed four sets of chakras through the stone walls. “It’s occupied.”

      “By anyone powerful?” asked Gates.

      We all turned to look at him.

      “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” He sat on his haunches and raised his broad shoulders. “When I was sneaking through the tunnels, I heard them talking about gauging the power of others and thought you might be able to do it, too.”

      “It’s all about the size and brightness of their energy.” I narrowed my eyes and scanned the chakras through the wall. “One of them is going to cause us trouble, but the other three should be easy to defeat.”

      “How do they die?” asked Raphael. “I saw a hunter walking around with half her head sliced off.”

      I chewed my bottom lip. The onion woman hadn’t specified ways of killing hunters, but maybe that was because she didn’t know. Captain Tanar had mostly focussed on methods to alert vampires of their approach during the day, and we learned basic self-defense and fitness—all the better to make us retreat.

      “We’ll have to experiment.” I lay on my belly, watching the colossal chakras of the Radite pacing the interior of the gatehouse.

      “What do you mean?” asked Raphael.

      “I think they have multiple lives.”

      “Like cats?” asked Gates.

      “More like they’ve stolen the life forces of frumosi.” I wrapped a hand around a clump of dandelions and pulled them out. “So, if you kill them once, that’s one life gone.”

      “Bloody hell,” muttered Dante.

      “That can’t be right,” said Nero.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “No creature can survive decapitation. Or if it can, then you can destroy the head and let the body flounder about until it falls down a ditch.”

      “We don’t have weapons.”

      Gates shouldered off his backpack and let it clink to the ground. “Raph and I found a few items when we explored the castle.” He unzipped the bag and pulled out a cutlass that looked like it had been stolen from the set of Sinbad the Sailor. “This looks sharp enough to take off anyone’s head.”

      Nero clapped his back. “Good man!”

      Gates beamed.

      I pulled myself to my feet and walked through the wildflowers toward the hut.

      “Where are you going?” asked Dante.

      “To lure them out.” I glanced over my shoulder and winked at my crouching boys. “The last thing I want is to have to hide out within walls and floors stained with blood.”

      They all gaped at me as though I’d gone mad, but they continued crawling through the grass. I hurried forward and stepped onto the road, where I dusted off my borrowed black dress and cardigan.

      Several feet later, I reached a narrow oak door. Next to it was a window obscured by curtains. Before I even got a chance to knock, one of the hunters drew back the curtain and peered out at me. I gave my fingers a flirtatious wave.

      The door swung open, and a white-haired man stood in the doorway. From the way his chakras extended to the edges of his physical body, I guessed he was the Radite.

      “Good evening,” I said.

      “Hello.” The Radite’s gaze roved up and down my form. “You’re Alicia, right?”

      “Lord Radu sent me down here.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s too busy to play with me.” Pushing out my chest, I ran my hands down my sides. “Apparently, I’m a distraction, and he wants to focus on the battle ahead.”

      The male’s brows rose. “Our Lord will tend to your needs after his victory. Did you try asking Renée? She usually steps in when he’s too busy to satisfy his women.”

      “I only like men.” I pressed both palms on his chest. “Like you.”

      He wrapped his hands around my wrists and gave me a gentle shove. “I’m not into feeding play.”

      “What makes you think that’s what I want?” I said.

      “The weaker ones always want more power, and they’re not ashamed to use their wiles to get it.”

      I shrugged. “It’s my stomach that hurts.”

      The man paused, and his tongue darted out to lick his lips. “You didn’t feed at dinner.”

      “Alexandru was going to let me suck him off, but we got interrupted.”

      His nostrils flared. “If you just want a bit of spunk to fill your belly, I’d be happy to oblige.”

      “Not here.” I leaned forward and whispered into his ear. “When I’ve got a dick in my mouth, I like to play with my clit.”

      He gave me an understanding wink. “Let’s take a walk. I’ll feed you behind that oak.”

      The man introduced himself as Michael and said he had been part of Radu’s army since the turn of the twentieth century. He wrapped an arm around my waist and cupped my ass with his bare hand. As I walked toward the oak tree, a pang of guilt struck my heart. This was going to be cold-blooded murder.

      “Do you know why there aren’t many female Radites?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “It’s the feeding play,” he said. “Some of them get too greedy and try to absorb a man instead of taking enough for them both to have a good time. They end up getting absorbed themselves.”

      “I’m not interested in your chakras.” I reached down and cupped the bulge in his crotch. “But I’ll probably use my magic to make you cum faster.”

      As we reached a sprawling oak, he chuckled. “Use your mouth for the first round, and I won’t—”

      Wind rushed past my ear, making me spin. It was Raphael, brandishing his cutlass. I staggered back, giving him space to attack.

      “What the—” Michael raised his hand. Energy flared from his palm, catching the blade before it struck.

      White light raced through the short sword toward Raphael’s hand. Releasing the blade, he leaped back several feet and disappeared into the grass.

      Nero approached from behind and swung a sword at Micheal’s neck. It hit an energetic shield with a clang.

      “What is this?” The hunter shot a ball of magic into Nero’s stomach, making him fly back several feet. “An ambush?”

      As I rushed to Nero’s side to inspect the damage, a dire wolf leaped over my head and wrapped his jaws around the man’s throat. Light streamed out from Gates’ jaws, and Michael roared with fury. In the distraction, Dante pierced him through the belly, making him double over.

      Nero raised his head. “I’m fine. Check on Gates.”

      Tendrils of magic wrapped around the snarling wolf, and panic spiked through my heart. If this male was anything like Justine—

      I rushed forward and grabbed a fallen cutlass. “Gates, get off him.”

      The dire wolf twisted away and ran off into the grass.

      A rough hand grabbed my arm and yanked me around. I stared into the furious, green eyes of another hunter. Behind him, two other hunters held infrared weapons.

      The one holding me snarled, “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      “Let go!” I turned back to the fight.

      Dante and Raphael continued swinging their swords at the hunter, who erected barriers to block the blows. Nero flew at his belly and slashed him across the middle. Light flared from the wound and closed up.

      “You little bitch,” snarled the hunter. “I’m taking you to our lord.”

      “Fuck off!” I lashed out with my tendrils, wrapped them around his soul star, and yanked.

      A string of chakras—white, violet, indigo, blue, green, yellow, orange, and red—flew out into the trees and exploded like fireworks. The hunter’s grip on my arm loosened, and he fell into the grass, a whitened husk.

      “Shit.” The last thing I needed was to create a display anyone could see from the castle.

      The other hunters backed toward the gatehouse, their hands in the air.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” said the smaller one.

      The larger one nodded. “If you want to keep those vampires as your pets, neither of us will tell the higher-ups.”

      “You think this is about my wanting a harem?” I spat.

      They exchanged puzzled looks.

      The smaller hunter raised a pistol. Its thicker-than-average barrel flared with light. I whipped out my magic and pulled his chakras from his body. He stiffened, and all the color leached from his skin and hair.

      “S-stop doing that!” the remaining hunter yelled. “Just tell us what you want, and we’ll give it to you. There’s no need to kill us all.”

      “There is.” I wrapped my magic around his soul-star and dragged out their chakras, making him topple into his dead comrade.

      An infrared beam filled the air.

      “What are you?” snarled Micheal.

      I tried wrapping my magic around the Radite’s soul-star chakra, but it wouldn’t budge. A growl of frustration reverberated in the back of my throat.

      Dante slashed at the man’s belly. Before the wound could heal, Nero flew past and cut the man through the middle, making him spew multicolored light. I wrapped four tendrils of magic around Michael’s chakras and pulled.

      “What are you doing?” He lashed out with a tendril of magic that sent me flying into the oaks.

      A gust of wind whizzed by, and large hands caught me in the air.

      “Careful,” said Dante. “He’s difficult to kill.”

      “We’re doing it the wrong way,” I muttered.

      Raphael and Nero whizzed around the man at vampire speed, cutting and slashing at his body, but each wound knitted together within seconds.

      Dante wrapped his hand around mine. “Do you have any other ideas?”

      My gaze dropped down to our joined hands, and I remembered how Radu had held onto Renée and Justine while making his more powerful attacks.

      “Raph, Nero,” I shouted. “Retreat.”

      Micheal turned around and bared his teeth. “You betrayed Lord Radu for three worthless vampires?”

      “Why did you call us back?” said Nero. “Raph and I were building up to a final attack.”

      “Hold hands.”

      With a frown, Raphael grabbed my hand, and Nero grabbed his.

      Micheal took a step back and widened his stance. He erected a dome of protection around his body. “When our lord discovers your treachery, he will parade you before every hunter, and we will all feast on your flesh.”

      All three of the boys’ magic coursed through my veins. I felt Raphael’s woody energy, Nero’s fire, and Dante’s water. A naked Gates rushed in and held Dante’s hand, adding the faintest trace of earth. I set aside the implications of this and focused on Micheal.

      Raising my chin, I said, “I’ve killed your allies, and I’ll kill you.”

      “You can try,” he sneered.

      I whipped out our combined magic like a cobra, shattering his dome. Before he could react, I wrapped the power around his throat chakra, making it explode into a cloud of blue sparks. Michael’s eyes bulged, and he lashed out with a tendril of magic.

      Without my meaning to, a barrier of fire appeared in its path.  Flames traveled along his tendril and into his solar plexus chakra. I wrapped a thick tendril of my magic around one of the swords and slashed it across the Radite’s neck. The man’s mouth opened in a silent scream, and his head flew into the oak. His body fell on the ground, thrashing as though trying to douse the pain.

      “What the fuck just happened?” said Gates between panting breaths.

      “We combined our magic.” I turned to Gates. “All of us did.”

      He raised his shoulders. “I’m just a werewolf.”

      I let go of the boys’ hands. “Let’s retreat to the gatehouse and work out how you managed to add your energy.”

      “What are we going to do about this lot?” he asked.

      I closed my eyes and spread flames over their bodies. If I could take a better look at Gates, maybe I’d be able to pick out the werewolf magic from his chakras.
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      With the help of the boys’ combined magic, the bodies burned within minutes, leaving blackened patches in the wildflower meadow. By now, the dawn sun rose well above the horizon, drenching the boys in sunlight.

      Despite the dire situation, I took a moment to soak in their masculine beauty. The sun made the ends of Nero’s dark locks shine indigo and warmed his gorgeous copper skin. It brought out the peaches and cream in Raphael’s pale complexion and reflected golden highlights in his eyes that reminded me of polished jade.

      Dante tilted his head to the side and gave me a crooked smile. His skin was darker than Raphael’s, ivory bordering on beige, but warmth shone in his blue eyes, which took on an electric shade compared to their usual arctic.

      “Anything the matter?” asked Dante.

      “We’re all standing in the sun.”

      “It’s hard to believe I’m not burning.” He glanced around the meadow. “The colors are more three-dimensional than they are in the frescos in the palace.”

      Nero wrapped an arm around my shoulders and steered me toward the gatehouse. “Let’s settle in before the next batch of hunters come running.”

      The four of us piled into the cool, dark building. A large desk stood at one end against the stone wall and a mini kitchen at the other, complete with a kettle and refrigerator.

      As soon as the door clicked shut, I whirled on Gates. “Let’s take a look at you.”

      “What you see is what you get.” He swept his hands down his muscular chest. Dark hair spread beneath his collarbone and covered his abs, narrowing to a wide strip that appeared thicker in the dip of his abdominals.

      I licked my lips at the sight. Gates was rough and ready compared to the elegant sophistication of the Stryx brothers.

      “Not your body.” I placed my palms on his warm, hard chest and backed him into the wall. “I want to see what’s inside.”

      His brows drew together. “What will you do?”

      “There was an exercise in class where Radu and the other hunters checked our bodies for black spots.”

      “Black what—”

      “Patches of magical manipulation.”

      His frown deepened. “I don’t follow.”

      “She’s talking about vampire mesmerism,” said Raphael, his voice small.

      Dante and Nero strode to the kitchenette end of the gatehouse. Nero unscrewed a flask, releasing the delicious scent of freshly-brewed coffee. He sniffed its contents, wrinkled his nose, and tightened its lid. Dante opened the mini-fridge, pulled out a carton of orange juice, and examined it as though it might explode in his hands.

      Rolling my eyes, I plucked the carton out of his hand, stuck the straw through the foil, and pressed the straw to his lips.

      I turned back to Gates, who stared at the boys as though they were aliens. “In the TV shows, they treat lycanthropy like a virus or some kind of infection.”

      “Right.” He frowned.

      “What if it’s a magical manipulation?”

      “Like memory loss?” asked Raphael. “I’m not sure magic could change a person’s shape, though.”

      “It can.” I told the Stryx brothers how Justine had used her magic to transform three werewolves into joints of meat.

      Gates raised both palms. “Wait a minute—”

      “Does he need to be naked for this exercise?” Dante asked me.

      “I don’t think so.”

      Nero threw Gates’ denim outfit at his feet. “Get dressed, then. Once we’re free of Radu, we’ll buy you some underwear.”

      Gates shook his head. “Werewolves don’t need—”

      “What if changing your magic can stop you from transforming every month?” I asked.

      “Do you think you could?” he asked with a lilt of hope in his voice.

      “Let me take a look.” While Gates stepped into his jeans and pulled them over his hips, I closed my eyes to focus on his chakras. “I won’t touch your existing energy unless I find something strange that needs pulling out.”

      “And if you transform him into a werewolf?” asked Dante from the other side of the room.

      I cracked an eye open. “You three can hold him down, can’t you?”

      Nero shook his head. “It’s one thing to throw a werewolf across a room but another to stop him from snapping at your fingers.”

      “He’s right.” Dante slurped at his carton of orange juice. “We should wait for a better time to tinker with Gates’ magic.”

      My shoulders sagged, and I rested my head on the werewolf’s broad shoulder. “It took the three of us to subdue that Radite.”

      “We’ll do better next time.” Dante opened the fridge and pulled out more cartons of juice, and walked around the room, handing them out.

      “That guy wasn’t even one of the more powerful ones.” I took a carton of apple juice. “I’m not sure why, but when Gates joined hands with us, I felt a surge of power. If I can find a way to unlock our full potential, we might just have a chance against Radu.”

      “Maybe what we need is time.” Nero pierced his carton with a straw.

      “Which we don’t have,” said Raphael.

      “Alright,” said Gates. “Take a look at me and try not to change anything.”

      Closing my eyes, I cast my gaze down his body and found silver threads bundled around a red chakra at his tailbone. “I’ve found something strange in your root chakra.”

      “Already?” Gates asked. “What does it do?”

      “It’s the one with the deepest connection to your physical body, best aligned with the earth element and is related to feeling secure,” said Nero.

      I reached out a tendril of magic to the red ball of energy, but one of the silver threads lashed out and slapped me away. “Hmmm.” I frowned. “There’s a blockage there that doesn’t want you bonding to anyone.”

      “Do you think it’s the alpha’s influence?” asked Nero.

      “She’s the one who bit me,” Gates muttered. “The morning after I transformed, she came to collect me, saying she’d always wanted a son, but she just wanted a whipping boy.”

      My brows rose. I’d initially thought the alpha slept with all her wolves. It was no wonder Gates had agreed so readily to help Raphael milk me for nectar. I stretched out a tendril of magic, only to have the silver energy jerk forward and try to attack.

      “You don’t trust alphas.” I reached down and slid my hand over his crotch, enjoying the twitch of his awakening dick.

      “What are you talking about?” His voice shook. “You’re alright.”

      “But there’s one more thing I need to do to join our magic.” I slid out the button of his waistband.

      A growl rumbled in the back of his throat. “Are you going to suck my cock again?”

      “I want you to slide it into me doggy-style.”

      “What?” Dante whispered to Nero, but his brother elbowed him in the ribs.

      Ignoring the gaping vampires, I tilted my head up and kissed along Gates’ stubbly jawline. Our connection would be no different from the ones I had shared with the Stryx brothers, and to cement our bond, we would need to have sex.

      Gates’ chest heaved up and down like bellows. “Are you sure?”

      I reached down and squeezed his hard prick. “Give me everything you’ve got.”

      His lips crashed down on mine, and he pulled me into his hard chest. Excitement and arousal surged through my insides, making me part my lips to moan. Gates’ tongue delved into my mouth in a series of devouring strokes that stoked a fire between my legs and melted my core to molten liquid.

      Rough hands pulled my dress up around my shoulders, and I broke the kiss to remove the garment.

      Gates’ amber eyes roved down my front, and he growled, “You’re so sexy. I can’t wait to plunge my cock into your tight pussy.”

      A whimper sounded in the back of my throat. “I need you. Now.”

      He resumed the kiss and held me upright when my legs trembled with the need to spread wide and let the werewolf pound into me. This kiss was hot and all-consuming, but three energies—Dante’s, Nero’s, and Raphael’ s—approached from behind.

      “Let’s move this gathering to the mezzanine,” said Dante, his voice thick with arousal.

      Without breaking the kiss, Gates hooked his forearms under my legs and wrapped them around his waist. I folded my arms around his neck and kissed back, moaning and writhing against his muscular body. I couldn’t wait to feel him inside me. We continued kissing as he climbed the stairs, only stopping when he lowered me onto the mattress.

      “Get on your hands and knees,” he growled.

      My heart flip-flopped, and I scrambled into position. Gates spread my legs wide and sniffed at my sex.

      “Do you taste as good as you smell?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” I said between panting breaths.

      A tongue swiped down my slit from opening to clit, the wash of pleasure surging down my thighs, causing all four limbs to tremble.

      “You taste even better,” he muttered into my folds, warming them with his hot breath. “I could eat you up right now.”

      He spread my knees further and pressed my shoulders down to the mattress, so my ass stuck entirely in the air. With the enthusiasm of someone starved for food and water, he lapped at my sopping folds. Each time his tongue grazed my clit, my nipples tightened, and my core pulsed with pleasure.

      “Oh,” I whispered. “That feels so good.”

      The brothers knelt at the head of the mattress, the clink of their belts unbuckling, making my mouth water in anticipation for their dicks. This would be like last term, except for the werewolf between my spread legs, licking me to distraction.

      Resting my elbows on the mattress, I beckoned them toward me with both hands. “Come here.”

      All three of them edged closer, unleashing their erections from their pants. I licked my lips and kissed each one on their tips. They were mine, and I would do whatever it took to cement our bond. We needed to be strong for our encounter with Radu.

      “Me first.” Dante slipped his dick between my lips.

      I reached out and gripped Nero and Raphael by their hot, thick shafts.

      “Are you ready for my cock?” Gates lined up the tip of his dick to my hungry opening.

      “Mmmm!” I said through a mouthful of Dante. Giving my ass a little wiggle, I hoped he understood I meant yes.

      Gates pushed through my opening, giving me a wonderfully delicious stretch. My core muscles wrapped around his thick length like a much longed-for hug. He was a perfect fit— the same size as the other boys but much warmer. His large hands gripped my hips, and he pushed himself deep into my core.

      “Ah!” I pulled back from Dante and turned to Raphael, whose pale dick streamed with pre-cum.

      Gates thrust into me deep and hard, sending explosions of ecstasy between my legs. He continued this steady, relentless pace, making me cry out around the dicks. A little voice in the back of my mind told me to hurry up and try to bond with Gates, but the pleasure tingling along my every nerve ending drowned it out.

      The werewolf knelt over my back and panted in my ear. “You’re so hot and tight and wet. A fucking dream.”

      I hummed around my mouthful of Raphael, who threw his head back and groaned.

      “Four cocks, Alicia.” Gates tugged hard at my nipples as he pounded into me from behind. “Did you ever think you’d be able to take so many?”

      Never. Before my arrival at the Sanguine Vampire Academy, I had never gotten naked in front of one man, let alone several. And I had never given a blow job or even had sex. Before then, I had thought vampires and werewolves were fictional creatures. Now, not only had I fucked each type, I’d transformed into a supernatural being with four gorgeous, supernatural mates.

      One of Gates’ hands slid between my legs, and he rubbed my throbbing clit.

      “I want to feel you cum around my cock,” he said, his voice hoarse. “You’ll squeeze and clench and make me explode.”

      His rough fingers moved over my nub in time with the fingers tugging at my nipple. I would have cried out, but Nero’s dick had completely filled my mouth.

      Gates continued the stream of dirty talk, teasing me with his busy fingers until something snapped. My core muscles rippled and clenched around his dick, and he picked up his thrusts.

      Low, sexy growls reverberated across my back, quickening my orgasm. Then with one hard thrust, he climaxed deep inside me.

      His heavy weight slumped onto my back, and I lowered my head away from Nero’s dick, taking the opportunity to inspect his chakras. I reached out with my root chakra and connected to Gates. This time, the silver magic didn’t react to my presence.

      Gates stretched and yawned. “That was amazing.”

      I blinked through bleary eyes. “Dracula probably won’t arrive until sunset. We might as well conserve our energy until then.”

      “Not before you finish the three jobs you started,” said Nero with a smirk.

      After sucking off the brothers, I spent the next hour teasing out the silver strands from Gates’ red chakra until all that remained were tiny sparkles. Gates transformed into a dire wolf, but as it wasn’t the full moon, we didn’t know if he would still become a werewolf.

      We all joined forces and created a powerful ward around the mattresses, and I lay on Raphael’s front, finalizing our connection. The copper-haired day-walker stroked my back until I fell asleep in his arms.
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      Hours later, the door to the gatehouse creaked open, and a male voice said, “The compost truck is approaching from the back entrance.”

      “So?” asked another male voice.

      Placing both hands on Raphael’s chest, I raised my head from the mezzanine, hoping no-one noticed we had set up a ward around the mattresses. A quartet of hunters stood in the gatehouse, looking out through the window. Each of them wore the black-and-white uniforms of knockers.

      Outside, the sun sank low in the sky, casting an orange haze over the horizon. Butterflies took flight in my stomach. It was nearly time for the vampires to arrive.

      The female hunter glanced down at her clipboard. “This fleet of limousines probably contains knockers forced to fight Dracula’s battles. Let’s go easy with them and see if our lord will break their enchantment after the battle.”

      “Right,” replied her colleague.

      “Are those knockers?” asked Nero from my side.

      “Hunters in disguise.” I reached down to the edge of the mattress, picked up my dress from the pile, and threw a pair of jeans on Gates’ stomach.

      “Should we kill them?” Still lying on his back, Gates shuffled into his jeans.

      “Not yet,” I replied. “We still need those hunters to open the wards.”

      “But you can do that,” said Raphael.

      I eyed the gold hue reflecting off the new wards. “Not in a way that won’t have every hunter manning the wards running to see who’s been messing with them.”

      Moments later, six stretch limousines arrived before the gatehouse.

      The group of hunters walked out of the building, pressed their hands on the ward, and created an arch large enough for the limousines to enter. As soon as the final vehicle rolled through, they closed the wards.

      I swung out of the mattress and sat on its edge. Clasping hands with Nero and Raphael, I extended my tendrils of magic through the gatehouse and toward the hunters.

      Gates smirked. “They won’t know what hit them.”

      In a lightning-fast movement, I wrapped our combined power around their soul star chakras and pulled hard. All four hunters’ chakras flew out from their bodies, and explosions of light filled the gatehouse.

      “Nice work!” Gates jumped down from the mezzanine, hitting the floor around the same time as the hunters’ dead bodies. He flung open the door, ran to the hearse at the end of the procession, and knocked on the window.

      The driver didn’t respond.

      Dante and Nero sped out of the gatehouse and ran to the limousine at the head of the procession. Raphael scooped me up into his arms and caught up.

      An electric window lowered, and a boy who looked about ten years old glowered out from the back seat. “What’s the meaning of this?”

      I peered into the limo and found a group of even younger children. My gaze dropped to the sunlight insignias embossed onto the black leather of their military-style jackets.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      The boy stuck his nose in the air. “Lord Dracula’s personal guard. Who are you?”

      Raphael and I shared puzzled glances. When the boy didn’t elaborate, I asked, “Why does Dracula need children to guard him?”

      The boy’s lips tightened with annoyance. “Each one of us is a seasoned warrior.”

      A girl with chocolate-brown ringlets nodded. “That’s right,” she said, revealing missing front teeth. “I’ve been training to protect Lord Dracula since I was three.”

      I’d only seen such tight ringlets on two people: Radu and Dracula’s portraits. The little girl was clearly related to Dracula, and their arrival at sunset meant that one of her parents was a frumosi. “You’re day-walkers, aren’t you?”

      “So what if we are?” the boy asked.

      “We’re day-walkers, too,” said Raphael. “And we don’t think you should go up to the castle. Radu’s up there.”

      He snorted. “Step aside. Lord Dracula is here to inspect a potential consort.”

      My stomach clenched with remembered dread. In all this business with the blood-drinking, life-force-stealing hunters, I’d completely forgotten that Lady Mantis had contacted Dracula with a view of usurping his throne. The poor bastard was supposed to inspect me.

      Raphael frowned. “Is there any way you can contact the others and tell them this is a trap?”

      The boy leaned forward and knocked on the glass partition separating his fellow day-walkers from the driver. “These twits are wasting our time. Let’s move onto the castle.”

      He wound up the window, and the limousine continued down the road. I scratched my head. Either this group of day-walkers really were impressive warriors, or they were about to need rescuing when the hunters threw them into the dungeon.

      Gates growled at the speeding vehicles. “Little brats.”

      “They’ve been brainwashed,” said Dante.

      “What?”

      “Being a child favored by a vampire lord makes you feel invincible until his attention turns somewhere else.”

      Raphael ran a hand through his copper hair. “That’s when you realize he considers you easily replaceable.”

      Nero shrugged. “It’s not their fault. Those children will soon come to a rude awakening.”

      “Let’s get there before them,” I said.

      Dante scooped me up into his arms, while Raphael slung Gates over his shoulder. A heartbeat later, we sped up the hill and through the forest, not stopping until we reached a grove of trees close to the castle’s entrance.

      “Have you seen Justine?” asked one of the hunters outside the castle’s double doors. “Lord Radu needs her by his side during the battle.”

      “That new girl probably killed her,” said a female hunter with vivid red hair. She nudged her friend, a dark-haired woman with spiky hair. “Alicia Stephens.”

      I choked on air from my hiding place behind the tree.

      “What?” asked Alexandru, a hunter I recognized from the dining room.

      “Remember what Zarah told everyone? Stephens murdered the Mantis and Preta girls to eliminate any competition for the Stryx brothers.” The redhead spread her arms into a wide shrug. “Then Stephens murdered Zarah to move up the ladder.”

      Raphael gave me a gentle pat on the shoulder, likely because he’d been the one to kill Kush, but it did nothing to soothe the irritation thrumming under my skin.

      “That might be true,” said Alexandru, “but there’s no way a newbie could best Justine.”

      “Feeding play gone wrong?” added another male hunter with a leer in his voice.

      Alexandru shook his head. “Don’t be daft. Justine doesn’t even like girls that way.”

      “True.” The female hunter rubbed her chin. “That still doesn’t mean Alicia Stephens isn’t in some way involved in Justine’s disappearance.”

      “Nothing would surprise me these days.” The dark-haired hunter strode into the castle and disappeared down the hallway.

      I clenched my teeth. What was it with people around here believing gossip? Even though the events she recounted were true, I didn’t murder anyone for advancement or to attract the attention of men.

      “Don’t listen to her,” muttered Nero.

      Raphael rubbed my back. “She’s just vindictive because she wasn’t singled out for attention.”

      “I don’t care,” I lied.

      “We should be killing instead of commiserating,” Dante drawled.

      “You’re right.” I grabbed the boys’ hands. “Ready?”

      “One second.” Gates snatched Raphael’s hand. “Now.”

      I reached through the trees and yanked out the male hunters’ chakras, creating an explosion of light that made the woman badmouthing me shriek. A few more hunters rushed out through the double doors, and I divested them of their chakras in the same fashion. The body of the largest hunter toppled backward onto the woman, making her fall flat on her face.

      “Let’s go.” I stepped out from out of the trees, across the gravel courtyard, and up the stone steps, where the red-haired woman stared up at me with frightened eyes.

      “Don’t kill me,” she whispered.

      Nero bared his teeth. “Tell us where Radu is waiting for Dracula, or I’ll snap your neck.”

      “There’s a delivery hatch by the kitchens,” she blurted. “Lady Mantis said it’s the entrance Dracula uses.”

      “By the way, I heard what you said about me,” I snapped.

      Her face paled. “You’re betraying us, aren’t you?”

      “I came to this academy as a prisoner, and I became even more of a prisoner when you hunters took it over.”

      “You could have said no,” she whispered.

      I resisted the urge to kick her in the face. “A girl called Kat refused to drink the bloodroot, and Radu ordered Zarah Peridot to absorb her.”

      “At least she stuck to her principles. You went ahead and absorbed Zarah!”

      I snarled, making her cower into the head of the body pinning her to the stone floor.

      Dante clapped me on the back. “Why are you even having this conversation? Petty people exist everywhere, and there isn’t a thing you can do about their lies.”

      “You’re right.” I stepped over the girl. “Let’s lock the door and put some kind of ward on it to keep those little day-walkers out.”

      A snapping sound from my back indicated that someone had put the hunter out of her misery. Shaking off thoughts of her pettiness, I continued through the entrance hall and toward the other side of the castle. The battle was nigh, and we would strike when Radu was at his most vulnerable.
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      We snuck through the secret passageways to meet Radu and his entourage at the back exit. The journey was dark, with the echo of our footsteps filling the silence.

      Nero and Raphael rushed ahead, while I jogged between Dante and Gates, making a last-minute examination of their chakras. We needed to fight at maximum strength tonight.

      Radu’s power seemed to have no limit. And after seeing the lack of fighting prowess of Dracula’s day-walker army, I wasn’t sure the old vampire was strategic or sane enough to fight a monster like his younger brother.

      “Has Dracula ever visited the academy?” Gates asked from my right.

      “Not in the six years we’ve attended,” Dante replied. “He’s even more reclusive than our father.”

      Raphael opened the door to a stairwell. “This is the fastest route to the back entrance.”

      Rapid bursts of wind rushed past, making my heart jump into my throat. I clapped my hands to my chest and flinched.

      “What was that?” I whispered.

      “First years,” Raphael replied.

      “What?” Gates stepped through to the stairwell.

      I placed a hand on his bicep. “When the hunters stormed the dining room, all the younger students left the battle before it started. Now they’ve separated into smaller groups to avoid being captured.”

      “Clever little things,” muttered Gates.

      We continued down another flight of stairs and through a hallway filled with the sound of human moans. Ventilation holes wafted in the smell of feces and body odor.

      I pulled the wool of my borrowed cardigan over my mouth and nose. “What’s through there?”

      “Pigs,” replied Raphael. “The academy breeds more than it needs for blood. Every few months, the knockers pack up several piglets to send out to other vampire institutions.”

      A shudder ran down my spine, and I pushed away thoughts of those peculiar pigs to focus on the battle ahead. “Right.”

      Gates sniffed the air. “What’s so special about those—”

      BOOM!

      The explosion reverberated through the ground, into my bones, and penetrated the cavity of my chest. My heart spasmed in a series of rapid palpitations, and I stared from one boy to the other in the dark. It had sounded like a canon, but who on earth used such old-fashioned weapons these days?

      “That was an oscillator,” Nero said with a shudder.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Captain Tanar mentioned it once in Hunters 101,” said Raphael. “It’s a weapon that shoots out sound waves to disturb the energy of hunters.”

      My brows furrowed. Something like that probably wouldn’t affect Radu.

      Dante scooped me up in his arms. “We’d better hurry.”

      “Need a lift?” Raphael said to Gates.

      Gates grunted his agreement, and Raphael slung the werewolf over his shoulder. As we sped through the secret passageways to the source of the explosion, my stomach lurched with the rapid movement. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying not to become nauseous or dizzy, and focused on the battle ahead.

      The sound of gunfire filled the air, but the intervals between the shots made me picture marksmen pausing to refill their muskets. Machine guns probably didn’t work against Radites. Those creatures bled magic, and their wounds knitted as fast as an opponent could inflict them.

      Moments later, Dante set me on my feet. “Are you alright?”

      “Fine.” Blinking away the giddiness, I gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “Let’s position ourselves close to Radu.”

      Raphael arrived. “There’s a ventilation shaft up ahead.” He let Gates slide off his shoulder. “It ends close to the loading bay, which is where I suspect the hunters are battling Dracula’s forces.”
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      The ventilation shaft turned out to be a sideways chimney and not a metal chute as I’d initially imagined. A four-foot sized grate stood at its end, giving us a view of a dozen low-level hunters crowding around the double doors of the academy’s back entrance.

      “Where’s Radu?” I asked.

      “That big bastard outside?” asked Gates. “He’s directing the battle like a conductor.”

      “We should kill his reinforcements,” said Nero.

      “It would even the odds,” added Dante.

      I stared at the hunters’ backs. During the battle of the dining room, they’d just stood at the doors watching the Radites decimate the vampires. Even though these hunters were strategically useless for the battle, they provided Radu with essential support.

      “Alright,” I whispered. “But I can’t make it look like it’s coming from us.” My gaze fell on the female friend of the red-haired woman who had been bad-mouthing me at the entrance.

      “What will you do?” asked Nero.

      “Watch this.” Grabbing his and Gates’ hand, I snaked out several tendrils of magic and wove them through the woman’s legs.

      Nero chuckled. “Mischief-maker.”

      I hooked my magic through the root chakras of the other hunters. They turned around, looking for the source of the attack. But before they could react, I pulled hard, and lights exploded around the woman’s body. Each hunter fell to the ground, white and dead.

      “Wha—” The woman clapped her hand over her mouth and glanced from side to side.

      Out from the battlefield, Renée rushed at the woman and raised her off the ground with thick streams of magic. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “I don’t know,” the woman shrieked.

      “You tried to absorb your comrades while they were distracted,” Renée snarled.

      “Never mind her!” Radu shouted from several feet away. He and six powerful Radites stood within a sphere of gold, their vast chakras filling the entire space.

      BOOM!

      The golden barrier splintered, and a harpoon slammed into his chest, releasing an explosion of multicolored light.

      With an anguished roar, Radu pulled the weapon out of his body and threw it aside. More harpoons flew through the air. Two of the Radites broke formation and ran out of range, while the other four joined hands and erected golden shields thick enough to catch the harpoon’s hooks.

      I sucked in a deep breath, sending Dracula’s troops a silent word of thanks.

      CLACK, CLACK, CLACK!

      The tips of the harpoons exploded, embedding black shrapnel into the Radites.

      “What the fuck is that?” whispered Gates.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say those were scorpion ants from the Kingdom of Lilin,” said Nero.

      “I think you’re right.” Dante turned to me. “They’re magical creatures Lord Lilin developed for rebellious livestock. These ants live among the humans and drain enough of their life-force to keep them subdued.”

      “It’s going to take more than a few ants to subdue this lot,” said Gates.

      “What effect will it have on the frumosi students?” I asked.

      “If Dracula uses children as decoys, I doubt he will care about a bunch of captives he’s never met,” said Nero.

      Raphael rubbed my back.

      “My Lord!” Renée rushed back into the battlefield, grabbed her master’s hand, and strengthened his golden barrier.

      “How many lives do you think Radu has stolen?” Nero asked, his voice flat.

      “Countless,” I muttered. “That little explosion released more chakras than all those hunters put together.”

      Another female hunter ran into the battlefield. “Renée,” she shouted. “My Lord! You’ve got to come—”

      BOOM!

      A blast from the compost truck reduced her to a cloud of multicolored dust and sparkles. To her right, the golden bubble formed deep cracks.

      Triumph thrummed in my veins. Dracula didn’t mess around. The old vampire meant to destroy every single hunter in existence.

      “Bloody hell,” muttered Gates.

      “Ditto,” said Raphael.

      I turned my gaze to Radu and Renée, who repaired the cracks on their golden shield. The hunters behind them formed an iridescent barrier of protection behind theirs.

      “The vampires are winning,” Dante whispered.

      “For now,” I whispered back. “Until the hunters find a way to damage the oscillators.”

      Several small blasts peppered out of the compost truck, creating dents in Radu’s golden shield. They picked up speed, now sounding like machine guns. I held my breath. Maybe the vampires were leveling up to keep Radu away.

      Holes appeared in the barrier faster than the Radites could repair them. Tiny clouds of multicolored magic exploded from the surface of Radu’s body, but the monster continued toward the truck.

      “Enough!” Radu roared above the sound of gunfire. He gripped Renée’s hand, grabbed the wrist of the nearest male Radite and charged at the compost truck.

      Another explosion filled the air, shattering their golden shield. A Radite at the back exploded into a cloud of fireworks. Keeping his head dipped, Radu picked up speed and charged like a golden bull.

      “Oh, shit,” said Gates. “Kamikaze!”

      “What’s that?” asked Raphael.

      I held my breath as Gates gave him a garbled explanation of World War II suicide attacks. Bullets rained on the quartet of Radites, releasing tiny explosions of multicolored energy, but their vast stores of stolen life-force made immediate repairs.

      Radu stayed low, weaving from side to side as he sprinted forward, ducking one blast after another. He reached the compost truck and ripped off its metal facade, revealing an armored tank, surrounded by vampires in body armor.

      My mouth dropped open.

      “Come out and face me, you coward!” Radu barreled through the vampires, knocking them and their machine guns aside.

      Dodging the barrel of the tank, he scaled the armored vehicle and reached its top. Thick streams of magic snaked from his fingertips and tried to penetrate the metal.

      From where we hid behind the grate, I couldn’t see if the tank had a hatch, but multicolored streams of Radu’s magic corkscrewed into the armored vehicle.

      “He’s unscrewing it like a fucking thermos flask,” said Gates.

      “Oh, shit,” muttered Nero. “Dracula had better know of another way to counter Radu at close combat.”

      I swallowed hard. From everything I’d gathered about the old vampire, he seemed a bit of a coward who preferred to hide behind others.

      With a mighty roar of triumph, Radu flung the hatch of the tank like a frisbee. As it crashed against the castle’s wall, the monster leaped feet-first into the vehicle.

      My stomach dropped. “If Dracula’s hiding in that tank, Radu’s about to become a lot more powerful.”

      “This is a disaster,” Dante whispered.

      A dark figure shot out of the tank into the air, but Radu’s magic wrapped around his waist and smashed him onto the ground with a bone-crunching thud. Clouds of dust rose from the impact. They cleared, revealing a large man lying face-down dressed in black leather. Long, dark ringlets fanned out across the gravel in the same corkscrew style as Dracula.

      Radu climbed out from the hatch, his face covered in blood. Each tooth had lengthened into fangs twice the size of any other hunter.

      Renée jogged across the battlefield. “Well done, My Lord.”

      Dracula surged up. In the blink of an eye, he ripped her blonde head off her shoulders. Renée’s mouth opened in a silent scream, and blue magic surged from her fallen body.

      “No!” Radu howled.

      The old vampire withdrew a katana and sliced a sword through Radu’s middle, spilling out yellow light. With rapid, acrobatic movements, Dracula rushed around his younger brother, a blur of black making devastating slashes faster than my vision could process.

      “Keep going,” Nero growled.

      “Should we go out and help the vampires?” asked Raphael.

      “After spending days in a sun cell?” Bitterness laced Dante’s voice. “We’ll stick with Alicia’s plan and attack when they have exhausted themselves.”

      Infrared lights lit up the entire backyard, and Dracula let out a blood-curdling shriek. Shielding my eyes from the glare, I watched his empty soul-star chakra fall to the ground.

      “Excellent work!” Radu rasped. “Somebody fetch me some restraints.”

      A pair of former knockers rushed outside and handed Radu a metal collar. While Radu fastened the collar around Dracula’s neck, the others slapped metal cuffs on the old vampire’s wrists and ankles.

      “Lights off,” Radu croaked.

      As the hunters dragged a screaming Dracula into the castle, I stared out into the courtyard, not quite believing what I had seen. The light streaming from Radu’s wounds closed, and the monster stood strong and proud in his tattered, burgundy leather. How many lives had he absorbed to have survived so much damage? Hundreds, maybe even a thousand.

      “Congratulations, My Lord!” said the sycophants.

      Radu glanced around at the whitened bodies of his dead Radites. Behind him, a headless Renée continued to thrash on the ground.

      “Has anyone seen Justine?” he asked, sadness dulling his voice.

      “No, My Lord,” the others chorused.

      “Carry Renée’s remains and gather all the frumosi to the ballroom. Have preparations ready within the hour. It is time to make a new round of promotions.”

      My heart thudded, and I clapped both hands over my mouth. I had to act. Now.

      “What did he mean?” Gates whispered.

      Nero turned to me. “Is it as gruesome as it sounds?”

      I swallowed down the bile surging to the back of my throat. “Whoever getting promoted will absorb Renée’s life-force, but I think they’re also going to do the same with all the students.”

      “We can’t let him kill the frumosi,” whispered Raphael.

      My eyes fluttered shut, and I sucked in a deep breath. There was one more way to destroy Radu, but I needed to get close enough to the monster to enact this plan. “I have an idea.”
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      It took several minutes to convince the boys that I knew what I was doing and wouldn’t get absorbed, but they insisted on getting into place in case I needed help. Dante and Nero wanted us to leave the academy with our lives intact, but we had to strike.

      Regardless of his victory, Radu was at his weakest, and leaving now to give him time to replenish his power would only cause us problems in the future.

      I walked through the hallway and stopped outside one of the suites. Two men in ill-fitting burgundy armor stood at the door. I wondered if they were former knockers who had stripped dead hunters of their uniforms. Ignoring that, I focussed on my task.

      “Good evening.” I brushed my mahogany hair off my face.

      “Lord Radu is not to be disturbed,” said the guard.

      “He called for me.” I straightened my dress. “Lord Radu wanted to celebrate.”

      “Bugger off,” the guard snarled. “Our lord is resting from the battle.”

      The door opened, revealing Radu. His blond ringlets tumbled over his shoulders and down to an over-muscled chest. “Alicia may enter.”

      “But sir—”

      Radu raised a massive palm. “Push back the promotion ceremony to the morning.”

      The guard paused for a few seconds longer than appropriate and stepped aside to let me pass.

      All the butterflies in my stomach stopped flapping their wings and huddled together into a writhing mass. I couldn’t blame them. Radu hadn’t cleaned off any of the blood caking the lower half of his face. He placed a hand in the center of my back and swept me into the reception area of his lair.

      “I thought about you throughout the battle.” He stood at my back, placing both hands on my shoulders.

      Suppressing a shudder of disgust, I squeaked, “Me, My Lord?”

      “I wish to elevate you to my lieutenant.”

      “How?”

      “You will absorb Renée.”

      “Why?” I spun around and widened my eyes. Radu thought I had been in the boys’ suite feeding on Dante’s blood. I wasn’t supposed to know Renée had lost her head in battle. “What’s she done to offend you?”

      Radu shook his head. “She was a beloved and loyal granddaughter, but her injuries are too severe. You must put an end to her suffering.”

      “Is she dead?” I asked.

      “Our kind do not die so easily.” He cradled me in his arms. “Will you accept your place by my side?”

      I dipped my head and stared into the valley between his gigantic pectoral muscles. This had to be a joke. I’d only just met the guy and spent every hour I could working against him. Was Radu so blinded by vanity that he would overlook my potential treachery?

      “It seems so cruel to let her die,” I whispered.

      “Even with her extensive injuries, Renée’s life force eclipses yours at least a hundred-fold. By absorbing her, you will gain her powers and abilities.”

      “Oh.” Now everything made sense. I’d become one-part me and ninety-nine-parts Renée. Or worse. He wasn’t offering me power. He was offering Renée a new, heterosexual body. Forcing my eyes to light up, I tilted my head to make eye contact. “When can I absorb her?”

      He chuckled. “In the morning.”

      I placed a palm on his chest and gave him a coy smile. “What will we do in the meantime?”

      Radu’s face stretched into a grin of oversized, white teeth. “Celebrate.”

      Inhaling a huge breath, I widened my features into a grin. “Ever since you described feeding play, I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      His smile faltered. Probably because he had lost so much life-force during the battle. “You will glut yourself on Renée in the morning.”

      “But it’s you I want to taste,” I said, trying not to grimace.

      Radu grabbed my hand and pressed it into his crotch. An erection thicker than my arm bulged beneath my fingers.

      A shiver of fear and disgust ran down my spine, and it took every ounce of self-control not to snatch my hand away. I loved big dicks, but that appendage was just as monstrous as its owner.

      “Hmmm…” I stretched my lips into a smile, my mind making rapid-fire calculations. The plan hatching in the back of my mind was risky, but if it worked, I wouldn’t even need to call on the boys. “May I taste your spunk?”

      “As much as you can swallow,” Radu growled. “Now, take off your clothes. I wish to see you naked.”

      Sending a mental apology to the boys, I slipped my borrowed cardigan down my shoulders.

      Radu snapped his teeth. “More.”

      “I want to see you, too,” I purred.

      He swept back his blond ringlets and puffed out his oversized chest. “You like?”

      “Oh, Lord Radu!” I clapped my hands over my cheeks. “You have the largest muscles I’ve seen on a man!” The worst part of this exclamation was its truth. Even gorillas didn’t have such brawny bodies.

      “Wait until you see my penis,” he drawled.

      I dipped my head and forced a giggle. “Do you have a big one?”

      “It’s larger than an elephant’s.”

      “No!” I let my eyes grow wide. This monstrous asshole loved to boast. “May I see?”

      “Take off an item of clothing,” he said.

      I slipped both arms out of the cardigan and stood in the black, strappy dress.

      Radu’s gaze raked my form. “You will grow into Renée’s uniform when you absorb her life-force.”

      Irritation surged to the back of my throat at the unfavorable comparison, but I pushed it down to my gut. What the hell did I care if Radu preferred six-foot-tall Amazons? If things went to plan, the life-draining asshole wouldn’t even have the eyes to check out women’s bodies.

      “Your turn,” I murmured.

      Radu unbuttoned his burgundy, leather pants, unleashing an alabaster penis with a rosy, bell-shaped head. Instead of standing upright or jutting out horizontally, the hideous appendage swayed like an enchanted cobra.

      “Wow.” It was all I could muster up.

      “I grew it myself.” Pride flushed in his cheeks. “And made it prehensile.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Radu’s thick appendage shot out like a lasso, wrapped itself around my waist, and yanked me into his hard body.

      “Oh!” I turned my scream into an excited shriek. If I didn’t take control right now, that prehistoric dick would rip off my panties and tear me in half. “Let’s get on the bed. I want to see how much it can spurt.”

      Radu grinned. “Like a fountain!”

      Disgust coiled around my belly like the snake-like appendage between Radu’s legs. I did not doubt that he could fulfill those boasts. If Justine could transform a werewolf into a joint of meat, Radu could reshape his body to these ridiculous proportions.

      Still clutching me around the middle with his trunk, he walked back through the suite to his rumpled bed.

      A naked Lady Mantis lay spreadeagled on the mattress with bloodstained sheets covering her crotch. Her silver hair flowed around her head like an oversized halo, and her dark blue eyes bulged. Tears streamed down her cheeks, likely because of the multiple bite marks that littered her skin.

      “My Lord,” I snapped.

      Radu frowned. “What’s wrong?” He glanced around at the bed and chuckled. “Jealous?”

      “You don’t expect me to suck you off when you have another woman in your bed.”

      “She is but a snack,” Radu drawled. Magic streamed out from his body and snapped the chains keeping her tied to the headboard. “Is that better?”

      “The sheets are stained with blood.”

      Radu retracted his trunk and set me on my feet. He flipped the mattress, upending the vampire noblewoman, and turned back to me with hardened eyes.

      “There.” A snarl of impatience tinged his voice. “All gone.”

      I glanced at Lady Mantis, who cowered in the corner, clutching her chest. The torc around her neck pulsed as though warning her not to attempt to escape while her master was busy getting his post-victory blowjob.

      Placing both hands on Radu’s chest, I pushed him down on the mattress. He sat, amusement dancing in his blue eyes.

      “I like a girl who knows what she wants,” he purred. “And you’re not shy. Mantis described how she found you moaning like a slut with the Stryx brothers filling all three holes.”

      I shot the vampire cowering at the bedside a dirty look.

      Radu raised his hips off the bed. His bell-shaped cock-head protruded from his open fly. “I know you want to pull down my pants and take what you want.”

      I only pulled his pants down to his knees. If things turned to shit, he might trip over when chasing after me. A little voice in the back of my head told me Radu still had enough magic to drain my life-force at the first sign of treachery, but I pushed it away and made a show of staring at his oversized genitals.

      “My lord!” I gazed into a thatch of blond pubes curled into small ringlets. “You’ve got the biggest balls I’ve ever seen.”

      “They’re eager to spurt for you.”

      I reached out and wrapped my hand around a mango-sized testicle and gave it a hard squeeze.

      With a moan, Radu’s huge body trembled, and jets of pearlescent semen painted his chest.

      A surge of excitement pushed away my lingering disgust. This was just about enough semen to enact my plan. Scrambling up Radu’s body, I sat directly on top of his dick and placed a restraining hand beneath its tip. “You’re amazing!”

      He let his eyes flutter shut. “Taste me.”

      My breaths came in shallow pants, and I stared down at the liquid glistening on his chest. Before I had completed my bond with Dante, when I had needed blood and semen to survive, this would have been a mouth-watering sight. Radu’s spunk vibrated with power. It was likely as potent as Dracula’s blood.

      “Yum!” I said with all the fake enthusiasm I could muster. “Let me spread it about. I want to lick every inch of you, My Lord.” I stuck my fingers into the liquid and drew an upright parallelogram and crossed it twice around the middle, so it looked like a lopsided ‘H.’

      Next, I drew a five-sided star and around it a star with six sides. Throughout this, I kissed and nibbled on his prominent nipples to make him think I was trying to make foreplay.

      Radu moaned. “You are playing with your food.”

      “I’m taking my time to explore this magnificent body.” Drawing a seven-sided star, I reached between my legs and ran my left hand around Radu’s bell-end, making the monster shudder with pleasure. “You’re so responsive, I can’t help myself.”

      “Oh,” he cried out. “Stick your fingers into my slit and scoop out more of my cum.”

      It was the least I could do for Radu, considering this would be his last few moments on earth. My fingers slipped through the opening of his spongy cock-head, which gobbled my fingertips with the suction power of a toothless mouth.

      “You’re full of surprises!” I drew one circle and then another around the shapes, making sure to join them with eight spokes.

      Radu grinned. “Wait until I stretch you open with my huge cock.”

      I scrambled off his prehensile dick, off his mammoth body, and off the bed. “That won’t be happening.”

      Radu sat up, the sigil on his chest glowing. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re going to be very busy in a second.”

      He glanced down at his chest. “What did you do?”

      A low, throaty laugh echoed from deep within the monster’s gut. “Radu…” Then an armored hand emerged from Radu’s solar plexus. “It has been an eternity.”

      Lady Mantis screamed and thrashed and scuttled further into the corner. I sent a blast of pain into her soul-star chakra, a reminder of what I could do if she decided to interfere.

      “What is this?” Radu gaped at the second hand emerging from his belly.

      Ademenitor pulled his torso out, but the rest of the spirits’ body remained within Radu’s body. “Do you remember me?”

      Radu’s blue eyes bulged. “We agreed you would take my soul at the end of my natural life—”

      “Which was centuries ago,” growled the spirit. “And today, you sustained enough damage to kill an army.”

      “No!”

      “It is time,” Ademenitor said in a voice so deep, it made the lining of my stomach tremble.

      Thick trunks of magic shot out from Radu’s throat chakra and wrapped around the spirits armored neck, but Ademenitor laughed. “Every ounce of struggle hastens your demise. You are the fattened calf who will nourish me for centuries!”

      Radu raised his head and fixed his blazing, blue eyes on me. “You did this!”

      I stepped back to the other corner of the bedroom, but Radu’s magic shot out and wrapped around my body like an elephant’s trunk. My stomach plummeted. It would take a mere second for him to rip out the chakras just like I had done with the low-level hunters.

      “Stop, My Lord!” A lie tore from my lips. “I don’t know what’s happening.”

      My feet slid along the marble floor, and panic spiked through my gut.

      “Traitorous wretch,” Radu growled. “I offered you power beyond measure and a place at my side. Now you will keep me company in the belly of the beast!”

      “Let go.” Closing my eyes, I set his tendrils on fire, but with each one I burned, another would encircle my waist and drag me a few inches closer to the bed, where Ademenitor devoured Radu’s body. “Justine’s already down there!”

      The doors flew open, and Raphael rushed to my side and snatched my right hand. Nero grabbed my left. Dante and Gates stood at the other boys’ sides and added their strength.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Radu snarled.

      Power surged in my veins. I focussed on Nero’s fiery energy and pushed more magic into Radu’s grasping tentacles. White-hot flames spread down Radu’s appendages and engulfed his body.

      “I’m not going with you,” I snarled. “Not when I have four mates who need me.”

      His malevolent glare roved over the boys. “You chose these weaklings over me?”

      Ademenitor spread his arms wide and lay back on the bed, engulfing Radu’s physical body. “Are these your last words?”

      “Stop,” Radu’s muffled scream echoed from within the spirit.

      I continued pouring molten magic into the combined body of Ademenitor and Radu, and the stench of burning flesh filled the air.

      “Wait.” The spirit raised an arm that appeared worryingly solid. “If you ruin his body, I won’t be able to—”

      “More,” I shouted. “We need to burn Radu’s shell!”

      We all pushed everything we had into attacking the fused entity, which thrashed on the burning bed. Flames engulfed the structure—headboard and all—obscuring my view of Radu and Ademenitor.

      Singed feathers floated in the air, and tendrils of magic flew toward us, but I focussed every ounce of pain and anger and grief into making sure Ademenitor didn’t use Radu’s body to inhabit the physical world.

      Sweat stung my eyes, fire spread through my veins, and my hands ached from Nero and Dante’s tight grips. I pushed the pain aside. All that mattered was preventing the emergence of a monster even more terrible than Radu.

      “Accursed fiends!” Ademenitor’s voice shook the room. “If I ever see you again…” It faded into the flames.

      I slumped forward, my throat dry and hoarse from the fire, and my limbs trembled with the effort of processing all that magic. Raphael wrapped an arm around my waist to keep me upright while Nero continued holding my hand in a grip harder than steel.

      For a while, nobody spoke. Only the crack of flames and the whimpering of Lady Mantis in the corner broke the silence. I exhaled several shuddering breaths. That had been more horrific than the battle between the hunters and the vampires.

      “Are you alright?” asked Dante.

      “I could use a nice, long drink,” I said. “How are you four?”

      “Glad you’re fine,” said Raphael.

      “In awe,” said Nero.

      “In love,” Dante said with a laugh.

      “Shag later,” said Gates. “We still have a bunch of hunters to defeat.”

      “They’ll be child’s play compared to Radu,” said Dante.

      “You’re both right.” I blew out a breath and let go of Nero’s hand to wipe a mix of sweat and grease from my face. Right now, I just wanted to curl up and go to sleep, but we had a bunch of hunters to kill. “Let’s go.”

      We left behind Radu’s still-burning remains, walked out of the bedroom and through the living area where Captain Tanar had forced me to give Miss Margolyes lessons on how to connect to her magic. I eyed the ornate sofa we had shared, glad that I never took up the captain’s offer. He would have been a tyrant with this level of power.

      Gates strode ahead and opened the door with a flourish, only to reveal the whitened husks of hunters littering the hallways.

      My mouth dropped open. “How on earth—”

      “Scorpion ants?” asked Nero. “We only knocked them out.”

      A figure stepped out of the shadows, surrounded by a group of eight and nine-year-old children, all clad in black leather. The ten-year-old boy from the limousine posed proudly at the figure’s side with his hands on his hips, as though he had scored a major victory.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      I turned my gaze back to the warrior, who stood six feet four with a battle-hardened muscular physique. Mahogany ringlets, the same length as Radu’s tumbled down his shoulders.

      “Excellent work, my children,” he said. “I have trained you well.”

      “What are we going to do with them, Lord Dracula?” asked the boy.

      “I have no use for the males. Do with them as you will.” His gaze roved down my form. “But the girl who defeated Radu will become my mate.”
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      Dante, Nero, Raphael, and Gates stepped in front of me, their bodies shielding me from Dracula’s gaze. I swallowed hard. If I’d known Dracula would resurface after the battle to pick us off, I might have lain low and waited for him to confront Radu. Exhaustion flickered in the boys’ chakras, indicating that they were just as depleted as I felt.

      The sound of little footsteps echoed in the hallway, and Dracula said, “You are the Stryx brothers, yes?”

      Dante folded his arms across his chest. “That’s correct. And the girl you wish to claim is the property of the Kingdom of Stryx.”

      My heart slammed against my ribcage. Events of the previous term told me that the Vampire Parliament didn’t give a damn about upsetting the boys’ father.

      Dracula chuckled. “Tanar’s missive said he held you captive for the murder of Micalla Mantis. How did you break free?”

      The boys remained silent, but Raphael flinched.

      I glanced down at my feet. A shadow extended through the doorway and wrapped around their bodies like bondage ropes. My stomach dropped. Was this the power Ademenitor gave Dracula in exchange for his soul?

      “Release us, or—” said Dante, but shadows snaked around his neck, cutting off his words.

      “Answer my question,” said Dracula. “My shadows can pierce a vampire’s heart.”

      My stomach churned. I wasn’t sure of the boys’ capabilities, but not many beings could survive such an injury. Words tumbled out of my mouth. “Radu forced Captain Tanar to free the knockers, and the wards securing the dungeons fell.”

      Dracula loosened his grip around Dante, making him sag. Through the gaps in the boys’ body, I saw the old vampire hand a set of black reins to identical twin girls who looked about eight. “Take them to a cell and secure them with shadows,” said Dracula. “I wish to spend time alone with the frumosi female.”

      “Yes, father.” The one on the right took the reins and pulled the brothers along the hallway by the shadows.

      “What about the werewolf?” asked the boy we met in the limousine.

      Dracula waved a dismissive hand, and the shadows around Gates shrank into shackles around his hands and feet. “Push him out of the front doors to rejoin his pack.”

      As a pair of nine-year-old boys dragged Gates down the hall, Dracula turned to me, a grin curling under his thick mustache. “You are Alicia Stephens, yes?”

      A thin hand shoved me in the back, making me stumble forward. Lady Mantis’ haughty voice said, “This is the frumosi girl I retained for your inspection.”

      Dracula grabbed my arms, holding me steady. “A very nice specimen.”

      A little girl leaped onto my back and fastened a collar around my neck. What was left of the energy thrumming on my skin dimmed, and my legs collapsed.

      “There, there.” Keeping me upright with his tight grip around my right arm, Dracula tilted up my chin and forced eye contact.

      “What have you done?” I croaked.

      Dracula’s crimson eyes twinkled. “You feel the effects of the scorpion collar? This weapon took years to refine. My people experimented with numerous hunters we captured over the years. And it works very well on powerful frumosi such as yourself.”

      I wrapped my fingers around the collar, but a sucking motion on my magic had me snatching my hand away. “Why?”

      “When we mate, I want full control of your power.” The vampire loomed over me and placed a hand under my chin.

      Remembering what the onion woman had said about his ‘sex appeal,’ I lowered my gaze to his luxuriously thick mustache in case Dracula decided to mesmerize me into finding him attractive.

      Something dark and malevolent—his shadows, I think—snaked around my body and forced my head up. I tried closing my eyes, but the same force wedged them open.

      “Look into the eyes of your future mate.” His cold voice echoed through my mind.

      A panicked breath slipped from my lips. I flared my magic, directing my tendrils to force back the cold shadows wrapping around my chakras, but they were too fast, too agile, too experienced at dealing with hunter and frumosi magic at close quarters.

      “Do not fight me,” he whispered into my ear, filling my nostrils with the coppery scent of blood.

      Goosebumps prickled across my skin. This was the first time I’d encountered a vampire who didn’t drink sangria. Dracula’s breath was like a slaughterhouse.

      “You desire Dracula,” his words resounded in my skull, making its bones vibrate. “You find him intriguing and seductive. You yearn to have him as your mate.”

      Cold sweat broke across my skin. I couldn’t let him know I’d mated with the boys, or Dracula would murder them to break our bonds. With every ounce of my flailing power, I pushed the boys to the recesses of my mind. A malevolent cold filled the gaps and swirled through my psyche, holding my free will in a tight grip.

      “I find Dracula intriguing and seductive,” my lips said of their own volition. “I yearn to have him as my mate.”

      The older vampire gave me a satisfied smirk. “Mantis, please prepare my eager little Alicia for her new life.”

      She dipped into a low curtsey. “Yes, My Lord.”

      Leaving me still encased in his shadows, Dracula turned on his heel. “Come, my children, we will sniff out what the remaining hunters, liberate the vampires, and restore the frumosi to their rightful place.”

      The crowd of young day-walkers followed him down the hallway like he was the pied piper. As they rounded the corner, Lady Mantis dragged me back to Radu’s former suite.

      “Did you kill Micalla or not?” she asked.

      Casting my mind back to that fateful day when the oath I had made with Nero had forced my hand, I said, “I didn’t kill your daughter.”

      “I could snap your neck right here,” she snarled.

      I tried reaching out my power to her empty soul-star chakra, but only a slither of magic came out. Black energy from the scorpion collar lashed out like the mouth of a frog and absorbed my energy.

      With a yelp, I pulled it back into my body.

      Lady Mantis smirked. “You aren’t quite so cocksure now, whore.”

      Anger flared across my skin. She was surprisingly ungrateful, considering Radu had had unfettered access to her body and blood. I turned to her, my lip curling. “Your lord intends to make me his mate. I’d watch that mouth if I were you.”

      A lash cracked against Lady Mantis’ back, making her arch. The vampire noblewoman turned around, revealing an eight-year-old girl with her hair arranged in two bunches of pretty ringlets.

      The little day-walker scowled. “Father said you should dress her, not make insults and threats.”

      Lady Mantis dragged me by the hair into the bedroom. The stench of burned flesh filled my sinuses, making me gag. Ignoring the massive corpse smoldering on the bed, she strode to the wardrobe on the left and flung the door open. “I’m not a lady’s maid.”

      I glanced down to check for Zarah’s remains. Thankfully, someone had removed her body.

      After snatching the nearest summer dress and slipping it over her head, she rifled through the wardrobe. “Does Proust’s stupid bitch wear anything but florals?”

      Lowering my gaze to the ground, I sighed. We had all underestimated the day-walker children. I’d thought that Dracula had used them as cannon fodder, but they had infiltrated the hunters and used their energy-draining weapons to defeat them from the inside.

      As Lady Mantis arranged her hair into an updo and secured the style with long, wooden pins, I turned to the little girl. “Who was in the tank?”

      Grinning, she rocked back and forth on her heels. “A decoy bred to look and smell like Lord Dracula.”

      My lips tightened. The paranoid, old vampire had probably snuck into the academy on foot or crossed the wards in the hearse as a double-bluff.

      “This will have to do.” Lady Mantis tore my black dress off my body and shoved a cream dress over my head. “Pull your arms through the sleeves!”

      “I can’t move,” I muttered. As soon as Dracula freed me, I would wring his neck.

      With an annoyed huff, the little day-walker girl adjusted the shadows so I could finish dressing, then she dragged me by the shadow behind her out of the suite and through the hallways like I was a sled. Lady Mantis walked at my side, her nose pointing to the ceiling.

      We reached the dining room, where two little boys about five or six pushed open the doors, revealing Dracula at the head table. The seat on his left lay empty, but an exhausted-looking Captain Tanar slumped on his right.

      The little girl released the reins on the shadow, bobbed into a curtsey, and scurried away, leaving me in the aisle between the vampire and frumosi sides of the dining room. If Dracula’s shadows weren’t holding me up, my entire body might have slumped with defeat.

      Lady Mantis walked around the back of the head table and stood behind the empty seat. Dracula waved her to the far end of the table, and she plonked herself next to a relatively healthy Professor Proust.

      Dracula stood with his arms stretched out in a manner reminding me of Radu. “Welcome, my future mate. It is time to form our bond in front of valued witnesses.”

      “No!” I tried digging my heels into the ground—anything to stop getting close to Dracula, but the shadow beneath my feet propelled me along.

      I bared my teeth and snarled. Even if Dracula wanted to bond with me, it wouldn’t work. There was more to the process than the exchange of sex and blood and vows. The old vampire took control of the shadows, lifting me through the air and into the empty seat.

      “Colleagues,” he said, sounding infinitely relaxed. “We have prevailed against the scourge of hunters and defeated Radu cel Frumos. This is a fortuitous day for the Vampire Parliament!”

      The vampires in the room gave a smattering of applause.

      My nostrils flared. Was he going to take credit for Radu’s death now?

      The doors opened, and vampire students trudged into the room and took their places around the dining tables. I’d expected them to be relieved at having been freed from captivity, but most looked defeated and annoyed.

      I couldn’t blame them. These vampires had been brought up to believe that they were at the top of the food chain. This had even been reinforced by the vampires abducting frumosi and explaining that we were a race of consorts, breeding stock, and blood whores. Radu had proven that we were nothing of the sort.

      I glanced around, looking for frumosi students, former knockers, surviving hunters, anyone who might help me escape my predicament, but all I saw were haughty little day-walkers amidst a sea of exhausted vampire faces.

      “But first, we will all drink,” said Dracula.

      The doors opened, and Vampire guards herded in a group of quaking, frumosi students. Many of them still wore their nightclothes.

      Nobody moved toward the supposed sustenance — not even Lady Mantis.

      “What is wrong?” asked Dracula. “Drink these people and be merry.”

      A silence stretched out. A few of the vampires stole glances at the frightened frumosi and grimaced.

      “Why do you refuse my gifts?” asked Dracula.

      “If I may?” Professor Proust raised his head.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Many of the students here were either fed upon by the hunters or watched their classmates victimized—”

      “Then this is your chance for revenge!” Dracula boomed.

      Still, nobody moved.

      Dracula turned to Professor Proust for an explanation.

      The thin vampire added, “The purpose you gave me for this academy was to raise the next generation of vampires on something other than human blood.”

      “So?” Dracula snapped.

      “I wager that a diet of sangria combined with their traumatic experiences has put them off drawing blood from another living being. Especially those they consider classmates.”

      Dracula rubbed his chin. “This is most disturbing.”

      “My Lord,” I whispered.

      He turned to me, a smile playing under his thick mustache. “What is it, my dear?”

      “This mating won’t stick.”

      His thick brows furrowed into a deep ‘V.’ “Why not?”

      “This collar is restricting my magic.”

      Dracula reached around and unclasped the scorpion collar, which fell onto the table. “Is this better?”

      “Yes.” Sliding a tendril of magic under the tablecloth, I eased the scorpion collar toward me, so it dropped onto my lap. Then I twisted away from Dracula and let the collar fall on the floor with a quiet thud.

      While Dracula changed the subject with a self-celebratory speech, I stared straight ahead and stretched a tendril of magic along the head table. When it reached Lady Mantis, I maneuvered it around the back of her body and pulled out one of the wooden pins in her hair. The vampire noblewoman stiffened but kept her composure.

      With the greatest of care, I floated the wooden pin behind the head table and pointed it at the chakra that glowed green in the center of Dracula’s chest—his heart.

      “The acquisition of this powerful frumosi mate will herald a new era in vampirism,” he said. “We will no longer need to hide from hunters, as my new weapon will defeat all our enemies, including those with the potential to become our predators.”

      My stomach dropped. Dracula’s plans had downgraded from using the frumosi as familiars to wiping us out.

      Chatter spread through the dining room as others came to the same realization.

      Pushing every ounce of my magical power into the strike, I hurled the wooden hairpin deep into Dracula’s heart chakra. Fiery, orange light swirled around the wood, but it settled back to green.

      Dracula turned to me, his crimson eyes cold. “You will learn, my darling mate, that Lord Dracula cannot be killed.”

      “I’m not your mate.”

      The vampire swept the empty goblets off the table, filling the air with the clang of metal hitting marble. He wrapped a meaty hand around my neck and slammed me flat on the tablecloth.

      The back of my head crashed onto the wood, and pain radiated through my skull. I squeezed my eyes shut and winced.

      “First, I will take you,” he growled, baring the largest set of fangs I’d ever seen on a vampire. Crimson covered the whites of his eyes, and his pupils narrowed into reptilian slits.

      “No!” I reached out with my magic and twisted it around Dracula’s lower chakras, blocking the flow of energy to his private parts.

      The vampire grimaced and squeezed tighter. “Then we will exchange blood. If you do not say your vows, I will reach deep into your mind and force you to say the words.”

      A sob caught in the back of my throat. The only way I knew to kill a vampire was to push my magic into his soul-star chakra. This would overload his heart chakra and cause intense pain or an explosion. But the wretched vampire had hidden his soul, so I had nowhere to attack.

      I tried pushing my magic directly into his heart chakra, but it merely absorbed the power.

      “Why don’t you just die,” I snarled.

      Those terrible fangs protruded from his monstrous mustache, making me wonder if he’d stuffed his soul underneath all that facial hair.

      “Dracula is unkillable, he said. “You will learn that over the centuries, my precious mate.”

      “There’s a reason why Dracula cannot die,” said a sharp, female voice.

      Dracula raised his head. “Pearl?” he loosened his grip on my neck. “How did you break out of your enchantment?”

      “You made a mistake when you sent me to the Sanguine Academy to become a knocker.” Resentment dripped from the onion woman’s voice.

      Dracula released my neck and drew back. I rolled to the front of the head table, jumped down, and landed on my hands and knees.

      Standing in the aisle was the onion woman, still clad in her black knocker dress and white apron.

      She glanced at the ten-year-old day-walker we had met in the limo. “I see you’ve turned our son into a soldier.”

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “Your mother,” said the onion woman.

      At the same time, Dracula said, “Ignore this madwoman, General Mollusk. She is jealous that she failed to qualify as my mate.”

      The onion woman’s eyes softened. “Did Dracula tell you he sent me here to become a knocker?”

      The boy’s shoulders hunched up to his ears. “Father told me you were dead.”

      She nodded and folded her arms across her chest. “I expect he said the same to the rest of you day-walkers. Every few months, a frumosi girl comes here sobbing about her baby, only to become transformed into a knocker. This so-called father of yours deprived you of love because he wanted to make you his personal guard dogs.”

      “Lies!” Dracula sent a shadow in the onion woman’s direction, but it crashed on a dome of iridescent magic.

      “I know every single frumosi sent here by Dracula. Many of them are your mothers.” She turned to the little girl who had dragged me through the hallway. “Would you like to meet your mummy?”

      “Do you know her?” she asked.

      “Traitor!” Dracula’s shadow lashed at the girl, knocking her off her feet.

      General Mollusk scowled, looking like the onion woman whenever she found me irritating.

      “Fathers don’t strike down their daughters for asking questions,” said the onion woman. “Dracula doesn’t love you. He only loves himself.”

      None of the children rose to Dracula’s defense or made eye-contact with the fiend. I crouched in front of the head table within the vampire’s blind spot, my heart pounding and urging me to do something—anything to help the onion woman defeat Dracula.

      “Back to what I was saying,” she said. “Dracula cannot die because he has hidden his soul-star chakra.”

      “Lies,” he snarled.

      “That’s the reason why no weapon can kill you. And your shadows protect you from other forms of death, including being set on fire or left in a sun-lit room. While I was your concubine, I tried every method and failed.”

      Dracula threw his head back. “Ha!”

      “But there’s one thing you didn’t factor. I found your soul.” She pulled out the canvas of Dracula’s portrait from the entrance hall. The one I’d first noticed after being abducted and brought here. Behind the painted version of the vampire stood an archway filled with a black so deep, it could only be a soul-star chakra.

      “Give that to me!” His shadows lashed out, but they clanked against the onion woman’s protective bubble.

      Dracula let out a roar of frustration and wrapped his shadows around General Mollusk, lifting him off the ground. “Hand me back my soul, or I will smash your son’s brains against the marble.”

      The little general’s eyes widened, and shock slackened his young features. Around him, all the day-walkers gasped and clapped hands over their mouths. I guessed they had never seen this ruthless side of their father.

      “You wouldn’t.” The onion woman’s voice shook with uncertainty.

      “He is but a tool.” Dracula swept his arm across the room. “I have many more to replace him, but you have only one child.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, wondering what on earth I could do to help. My magic could only pick up the lightest of objects, and everything I’d practiced so far had been focussed on defeating hunters, not vampires.

      Pain tore at my heart. I needed my mates. Anything was possible with our combined power, but I hadn’t yet learned how to access it remotely.

      “Father,” said the girl who had pulled me into the dining room. “Mollusk didn’t do anything wrong.”

      His shadow slapped her hard across the face. “Silence, Sargent Ponderosa!”

      The little girl held her cheek, her bottom lip trembling.

      “Now,” said Dracula. “Give me that painting, or I will slaughter every day-walker in this room, starting with your son.”

      The onion woman’s gaze lingered on the boy dangling precariously in the air.

      “I hope you choke on it.” She hurled the portrait toward the head table.

      With her protective bubble lowered, Dracula’s shadow wrapped around her neck. “For that act of rebellion, you will watch your son die.”

      I lashed out with my magic and set the painting on fire.

      “No!” he roared.

      Dracula’s dark grip disappeared from the onion woman and her son, letting them both fall to the ground. He shrouded the burning portrait in his shadows, but it was too late. His soul-star chakra settled straight above his crown.

      “What have you done?” he snarled.

      The onion woman grabbed her son and wrapped him in a protective bubble.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and poured every ounce of my remaining magic into Dracula’s soul-star. Instead of his chakras overloading and bursting into a cloud of ash, I set his clothes on fire.

      Screams filled the dining room, but no-one moved to help Dracula.

      A figure moved through the air and pierced Dracula through the chest with a chair leg, but the burning vampire continued to thrash.

      Dante jumped back. “Why won’t this bastard die?”

      Raphael rushed up to him and slashed him through the stomach with a broadsword. Dracula screamed, but there was no blood or guts—the flames cauterized the wounds.

      Nero threw an ax into his throat, but Dracula only roared with pain. Blood spurted out from the wound and dried up in the fire encasing his body.

      “Stand back.” The onion woman slashed her finger with a dagger, presumably to summon Ademenitor.

      “Don’t call him!” I screamed.

      “Why not?” she shouted back.

      “He has Justine’s body and Radu’s life-force. Any more power and he might break through into our realm.”

      Her panicked eyes fixed on the figure thrashing at the head table. Most of the vampire faculty stood down from the dais, not lifting a finger to help. The onion woman turned to me. “What the hell are we going to do about him?”

      “Nero, Dante, Raph, Gates!” I shouted. “Join hands.”

      The boys raced toward me and got into position. I poured our combined power into Dracula’s soul-star chakra. His shadows drew up around his body, but the flames continued, as they were powered by magic.

      Dracula threw back his head and screamed, his shadows floundering, but I pressed ahead. Even if this was the great Vlad the Impaler, who had made a deal with Ademenitor for power, he was still a vampire. And I’d seen hunters reduce them to dust.

      Light flared in his soul-star chakra, and power poured into his heart, turning it from green to an incandescent white. I squeezed Nero’s hand, squeezed Raphael’s, and forced them to give me a little more.

      A heartbeat later, the flames retreated into Dracula’s body, and the vampire exploded in a cloud of black dust.

      Applause filled both sides of the dining room. I breathed hard, gaping at the students. Maybe Professor Proust had been right. The vampires’ time as the prey of the hunters had brought about new compassion for frumosi.

      “Well done.” Raphael kissed my cheek, followed by Nero, then Dante, and then Gates.

      I blew out a relieved breath. We had done it. We had wiped out the most evil influences in this part of the supernatural world.

      Nero’s dark eyes met mine, the pride and determination in them, reminding me of his original plan. One day, after honing our combined powers, we would go after Lord Stryx.
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      With the columns surrounding its entire structure, the Vampire Parliament reminded me of the Parthenon, except for the gable roof that shielded the outdoor construction from the sun. The final rays of sunlight drenched the west side of its interior, while the east was shrouded in shadows.

      We were in Hjem, an island on the western coast of Denmark, which had been protected by knockers until the four of us had torn down the wards with our combined power to confront the vampires. With the help of Pearl, her son, General Mollusk, and the other day-walkers, we found the vampire stronghold and freed the knockers from their enchantment.

      “Are you ready?” Nero squeezed my hand.

      “It’s not too late to back out,” said Raphael.

      “Nonsense,” Dante scoffed. “Alicia vanquished Radu, Dracula, and that creature from the depths of hell. The Vampire Parliament is child’s play compared to those three.”

      I smiled up at him and gave his hand a grateful squeeze. It was one thing to face a formidable enemy in the heat of battle, but I found public speaking in such a grand and formal setting somewhat nerve-wracking.

      The sun hung low in a sky, the color of blood-oranges as we walked across the pastureland surrounding the building. Thin, indigo clouds hung overhead, not doing much to cool the breeze blowing in from the sea.

      I hardened my heart. “If they don’t agree to our demands, it will be a massacre.”

      “Indeed,” said Pearl from behind. She wore a thick chain of garlic-paper necklaces on her wrists, arms, and legs, giving her enough magic to be a threat on her own.

      General Mollusk walked at her side, and behind her strode the day-walkers Dracula had brought with him to the battle. A few of them had been devastated to discover their mothers missing from the academy, shipped out to various Noble Vampire Houses.

      Two-dozen vampires dressed in white sat on two rows of seats. A male in the middle with a purple sash rose to his feet and gave me his most withering stare.

      “This is the girl who vanquished Radu cel Frumos?” he said.

      “And Lord Dracula,” added the woman sitting on his right. I guessed from the hatred in her voice that she had been one of his many consorts.

      “You and your entourage have torn down the wards of our sacred island, dismissed our servants, and now infiltrate our holy institution. Why?”

      “I’m here to arrange the freedom of the frumosi.”

      The woman narrowed her eyes. “So they can develop into hunters and become another threat?”

      “No.” Nero shook his head. “Until the vampires took them from their homes, most frumosi believed themselves to be human.”

      The man with the purple sash, who I believed to be the chairman of the Vampire Parliament, sighed. “Radu would have recruited them into his ranks.”

      “I would hardly call turning them into concubines better than becoming hunters,” Pearl snapped.

      We continued like this, arguing the rights and wrongs of Dracula’s decisions until angry blood seared through my veins. We were the wronged parties, not them. I sent a blast of magic into their soul chakras, letting them know where the balance of power lay.

      The man in purple stiffened. “One cannot blame our former leader for doing what he thought was best for all vampires.”

      “What did Dracula do when hunters stole the census information containing the addresses of the vampires under your governance?” I asked.

      The woman opened her mouth to argue, but I spoke first. “I know he hid all your children behind the wards of the Sanguine Academy, and they’ve mostly survived their encounter with Radu, but think about all those vampires not rich or important enough to have been protected.”

      Mutterings broke out across the parliament. They knew I was right. Dracula had proven himself far from a hero, but the worst of cowards.

      I spoke over the disgruntled vampires. “Dracula’s solution for keeping the vampire children safe also made it convenient for hunters to round them up for farming.”

      “Where’s Lady Mantis?” asked the woman.

      “Radu selected her for his concubine,” I shaped my energy around the next part of my falsehood, making sure the vampires wouldn’t smell the lie. “She died of complications from his abuse the day after I killed Radu.”

      The chairman nodded, and I stopped myself from blowing out a relieved breath. We killed her in private after the confrontation with Dracula for writing a letter to Lord Stryx informing him of Dante’s treachery.

      My lips tightened. The wretched woman hadn’t even considered the impact telling the truth would have on her daughter, who was still the concubine of the boys’ father.

      “If you’re so concerned with frumosi welfare, how do you suggest the parliament deal with the hunters?” asked the woman at his side.

      “That’s entirely up to you,” I said. “But I’m here to ask for reparations for all the frumosi you captured, whose families you murdered, and who you turned into knockers.”

      The chairman raised his hands. “That was a project of Lord Dracula’s, not ours.”

      “And you are his descendants, are you not?” asked Dante.

      They exchanged troubled glances. “We are, but—”

      “Each frumosi will receive a share of Dracula’s wealth to help rebuild the life his policies destroyed. You will enroll those too young to fend for themselves into a human boarding school where they will receive their money after graduation.”

      “And what if we don’t?” The female vampire bared her teeth.

      I spread my arms wide, letting flames shoot out of my palms. “You will face our wrath.”

      “Lord Stryx will not approve of your involvement in another kingdom’s politics,” one of the vampires said to Raphael.

      “Let us worry about our father,” Raphael replied.

      The vampire woman’s gaze landed on Gates. “How does the werewolf fit into this arrangement? Is he your pet?”

      “Our brother-in-arms,” snarled Nero. “Gates is another frumosi abducted around the same time as Alicia, and he no longer transforms in the full moon.”

      I sent Gates my warmest smile, seeing no need to inform the haughty vampires that Gates could still shift into a dire wolf whenever he pleased. Only vampires and day-walkers could tell his former species by scent. Apart from that, he was the same as any other frumosi, if not a little hairier.

      Negotiations continued through the night, with a few battles breaking out when the vampires deemed our demands too onerous.

      After we reduced enough of the Vampire Parliament to dust, the chairman raised both hands. “Very well. We will spend the next few months making reparations to all frumosi, including those currently living.”

      “And you’ll secure the freedom of each frumosi currently living in a Noble House?” I asked.

      “Of course,” said the chairman a little too smoothly. “I will arrange for all sanguinary servants—”

      “As well as concubines, consorts, and all their offspring.”

      The vampire bristled. Annoyance hardened his eyes, but I met his gaze. His mesmerism clinked against the iridescent bubble of protection, making me smirk. Now that I knew how it worked, I could pull it out of any frumosi’s chakras, including my own.

      I raised my chin. “Do we have an agreement, or will we need to scour every noble house to rescue the frumosi?”

      “Yes,” the chairman said with an outward breath.

      “That’s all I ask.”

      Dante inclined his head. “Thank you for your time. Have the people delivered to the Sanguine Academy for Vampires and Frumosi.”

      The chairman nodded and slumped into his seat, and a thrill of triumph shot through my insides. Dante, Nero, Raphael, Gates, and I walked with Pearl and her entourage out of the Vampire Parliament building and toward our boat.

      “What will you do if the bloodsuckers renege on their deal?” Gates said, loud enough for the vampires to hear.

      “They’d better not.” I let my voice carry in the wind. “Between my mates and me, we have enough power to destroy them all.”

      Raphael grinned. “And that’s why we love you.”
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