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PROLOGUE
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ROSA

So, ladies—you know that moment when your eyes lock onto a man so fine he literally takes your breath away? A man so unnaturally hot that you can’t quite believe he’s real and standing right there in front of you? The kind of hot that usually means you’re watching an ad for expensive cologne or a TV show about Navy SEALs—or in this case, a combination of both?

I’m talking smoldering eyes, luscious lips, shoulders broad enough to carry the world … and a look on his face that says no matter how feral he makes you feel, he feels it even harder.

The kind of man who can make you squirm with just his voice. The kind of man who you know will give you the best sex of your entire life and will respect and protect you—as well as fuck the living daylights out of you. A man who can turn pain into pleasure, pleasure into ecstasy, and ecstasy into an everyday event.

So, imagine that man walks into your life. You’d be stupid not to hold on tight and go along for the ride, right? Even if there were a few drawbacks. A few tiny niggles. Like … he’s a ruthless predator who’s probably killed hundreds of people. Like he’s part of an evil crime empire that makes the Mafia look like a book club.

Like he’s technically dead.

Shit. Well, nobody’s perfect … And it does make things interesting. Should I give in and let myself become his? Or will the sparks that fly between us grow into a raging inferno that burns me alive?

Considering how the universe seems determined to fuck with me, do I have a choice?
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CHAPTER 1
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ROSA

Another city, another rooftop, another night, I think, wriggling deeper into my jacket. This particular rooftop has loose tiles, weeds growing from the gutters, and rain. Lots and lots of rain. Plus—extra glamour points here—about a million pigeons … and all the good stuff that comes out of pigeons. Eeeuw.

One of them is sitting inches away from me, feathers puffed up against the cold, its beady eyes flicking left and right as it tries to figure out what this strange human is doing in its territory. At three a.m. In the rain.

“Hi,” I whisper. “I’m Rosa Capelli. I’m a vampire hunter with a magic necklace. I like long walks on the beach and pretending I’m super tough to hide how messed up I am. What’s your deal?”

The pigeon stares at me with curiosity … or possibly pity. It doesn’t answer though, which is good. The minute the flying rats start replying, you know you’re in trouble.

Truthfully, the bird’s not the only one wondering what I’m doing here. I’ve been on surveillance for the last two hours, and I’ve seen nothing more interesting than a bunch of drunk women in pink bunny ears and lacy veils. The British equivalent of a bachelorette party, it seems.

Like this ass-numbing drizzle is the British equivalent of summer.

When I landed earlier, I welcomed the cool whisper of night air after leaving Chicago sweltering in the grip of an energy-sapping heatwave. Now, several hours, one rental car, and two failed pickup attempts by businessmen in the hotel bar later, I miss the warmth. And the pizza. And not being on a rooftop.

The pigeon takes a cautious trot toward me, beak dipping and rising, chest jerking with its shallow breath. I make a quiet hissing sound until it flaps its wings and retreats with a comical strut.

I am lying on top of an old dance club, gazing down at the fading nightlife below. It was once called the Boom Boom Box, before its windows were boarded up and its doors nailed shut. Now I guess it’s just a box on the shabby end of town where people go when they run out of options.

The other bars on the street have started to shut down for the night. The crowds spilling from the brightly lit venues have thinned out, and bartenders and waitstaff and bouncers are emerging, cigarettes in hand, looking washed-out after the final cleanup. Chairs stacked, floors mopped, cash counted, lights off, then home. That last part sounds real good to me right about now.

I bite my cheeks sharply to prod myself alert and give myself a mental kick up the ass. I am here to do a job, and that job isn’t to bitch and moan and feel sorry for myself. There’s no use remembering a time when my family was still whole and I might not have been doing this alone. Those times are gone.

Giving in to the melancholy is dangerous. I need to feel dauntless, not drained. There are promises to keep, visions to obey, and an ugly-ass vampire to kill. If he ever shows up, that is. I pull my hood tighter around my hair and carry on scanning the streets around me.

This particular scumbag has been popping up in my visions for weeks now. It’s been a real fun ride, spending my nights in his degenerate head, seeing the trail of destruction he’s left behind him. All vampires can be dangerous, but not all of them are greedy, immoral, one-monster wrecking crews like this guy. But when they are, that’s when I show up.

Only recently, though, did I see enough background clues to track him here, to this seedy place on the other side of the world.

My visions, the “Call” that shows me who I need to hunt, aren’t perfect. What I saw yesterday might not apply today. I could have missed him or read the signs wrong, or he could have gone on a last-minute spa break. It could be the whole journey has been a waste, but it’s too early to make that determination. I have hours left of my nighttime vigil—my stakeout with my stake out.

On the street below, a lone woman staggers in her bright red stilettos, randomly wavering on and off the sidewalk. A sick gazelle separated from the herd. If ever a sight were going to lure my target, this is it.

I flex my hands, check my equipment, and get ready to move. The gazelle heads past a dark alleyway cutting down off the main drag, and then she … disappears.

One minute she’s there, walking her drunken walk, and in the time it takes to blink, she’s gone. That means I’m finally going to get my fight on, and I am pumped.

I leap to my feet and skid on a loose tile. Spooked, the flock of pigeons flies up and away in a cloud of dust and feathers. I head for the rusted-iron fire escape at the side of the building and run down the first flight, then jump over the side of the next. I splash down into a puddle—did I mention that there was a lot of goddamn rain?—before I regain my balance and shoot off toward the alleyway.

Pausing, I sniff the air and give my night vision a second to adjust to the patchy lighting. This is the land of broken bulbs and murky shadows, dark corners and hidden hazards.

I see his outline down at the side of an overflowing dumpster. Not that I need to see him. I am close enough to smell him, and it is not great. A combination of decaying flesh, stagnant blood, and foul breath. The dumpster smells better.

The girl is making no sound at all, unless you count the repulsive glug of her lifeblood leaving her veins, like thick bleach sluicing down a drain. Vampires can make this pleasurable for their victims, can make it so good that humans go to them willingly, at least to start with, but he seems to have skipped that lesson at Vampire Charm School, along with Personal Hygiene 101.

His name is Rogan, and he is a monster. He was undoubtedly more than that once, but it’s not my job to care about that; it’s my job to stop him. I have been Called, and I have seen enough of him to understand that he needs to be wiped from the face of the planet.

The golden amulet that hangs between my breasts warms up, a building heat at my throat. No surprise—it kicks into life when I’m in danger, and I’m about to go up against a mortal enemy at least a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier. Sometimes, when I’m facing a danger that’s hidden or subtle, it’s useful. But at times like this, it’s a real no-shit-Sherlock situation.

Grinning, I brace myself for the fight. I’ve always kinda liked this part. The part when I know exactly what’s coming, exactly what I have to do next. Survive. I find it strangely calming. Mindful, like my version of sitting down with a coloring book. When I’m busy fighting, surviving, I don’t have time to feel anything else.

“Hi there!” I call, my voice low enough not to carry in the street, but definitely loud enough for a vampire’s ears to pick up on. “Mr. Rogan!”

There’s a dull thud. At a guess, it’s the girl’s body being dropped like a sack of potatoes. Heavy, plodding footsteps. A dark figure coming closer.

Yikes. He’s even bigger than I expected. Around six three or four, with the kind of muscle gone to fat you’d expect from a WWF wrestler who retired to run a doughnut shop. Stringy gray hair hangs down from a central bald patch, and his nose has been broken at least a couple of times without being reset. His fangs are out, hooked over his lower lip, red from the blood but tobacco-yellow underneath. Oh yeah. He’d definitely make it onto the hunky vamp pinup calendar.

“You’ve made a big mistake, bitch,” he says, his voice thick and deep with anger. The accent is Midwestern American. He’s come a long way for lunch—just like I’ve come a long way to end him.

“Oh,” I reply, smiling. “You know my name. Have we met before?”

He charges at me like a rhino that’s been tagged with a taser and is just about as graceful. I let him get closer, my eardrums vibrating as he bellows abuse at me. He is not a polite guy, and I am going to enjoy this.

I let him get so close he reaches out to grab me with blood-soaked hands, but right before he can make contact, I spin to the left, stick out my sneakered foot, and simply trip him. The big ones are always overconfident. He face-plants onto the drizzle-soaked cobblestones, and there is an audible crack. Oops. Sounds like that nose has gone again.

I heft my stake and lean in for the kill. Except he’s only down, not quite out. He rears up his massive slab of a head and butts the wood out of my hand. It skitters off across the stones, and I bite back a cry at the jagged spike of pain that shoots from my wrist to my elbow.

He turns, flips upright, and tries to make a grab for my hair but ends up with a handful of my hood instead. I learned that lesson a long time ago—vampires fight like girls in the schoolyard.

I twist out of his grip and roundhouse kick him in the chest, knocking him back a few feet. He roars, clearly annoyed with how this bitch is fighting, and comes at me again. It’s time to stop playing. From the inside of my jacket, I remove a second stake and let him run right onto it. I drive it home, into his almost-dead heart.

He stares at me in shock, hands grappling with the stake, his dull, bloodshot gray eyes fading to yellow, then white as his skin flakes away from his face. Dust-like particles fall from his cheekbones and jaw, and his skull cracks and disintegrates. He was a big bastard, and it takes several seconds for the rest of him to follow suit. In less than a minute, the once apex predator is a heap of blood-stained clothing and a pile of ground-up bone dust floating away on the breeze.

I brush myself down, not thinking too hard about what my hands are touching. I have done what I came here to do, and I should feel satisfied. This is not my first kill. It isn’t even my first kill this week. The Calls have been relentless recently, and I can’t remember the last night I slept without a vision.

I should be used to it, and I am, but there is always that final moment, that second when they realize they are dying, when they gaze at you, wondering what they’ve done to deserve this. A moment when they looked nearly … human.

I shut down that train of thought, shake it off like Tay Tay, and get ready to tend to my wounded gazelle. She’s making pathetic mewling sounds from her position beside the dumpster, which means he didn’t have her long enough to do serious damage. She will be fine. And she is a reminder that by taking Rogan’s life, I have saved many others.

As I start to walk toward her, a slow clap rings out, filling the night air. I am receiving a round of applause. For what? And more importantly, from whom?

Nerve endings tingling, amulet now so hot it’s a burning disk against my skin, I ignore my flight instinct and instead prepare for another fight. I’ve dispatched one miserable swine to hell already tonight. No big deal if I have to make it two.

“Bravo, Signorina Capelli. That was quite the show.” The deep voice seems to come from all around me. American sounding, but with an Italian accent so perfect he must be a native speaker.

I inhale, searching for a sign of who and what he might be. I find … nothing. All my spider senses tell me he is also a vampire, but unlike Rogan, this one comes with no giveaway stink. Just a trace of wood and spice and all things … Well, very, very nice. The kind of nice that has a few other senses tingling—ones that live much lower down my body.

I stand perfectly still apart from my right hand, which is inching toward my third and final stake. It’s small, secreted in the back pocket of my jeans, but with enough force it can still penetrate deep enough to get the job done.

I should be able to hear him, feel him, sense him. My survival depends on me knowing where a threat is before I can actually see it. This time, I have nothing, and it totally freaks me out that I didn’t know he was there watching me the whole time. If he hadn’t spoken, I would have been oblivious to his presence. Man, am I really that tired? Or is he really that good?

I hear footsteps but get the feeling he is treading more heavily than he needs to, allowing me the chance to prepare myself. He emerges into the pale-yellow glow of a flickering streetlight, and I finally see him. He is tall, about the same height as Rogan, but that’s where all similarities end.

This creature is less monster, more god. Everything is taut and tight and totally hot.

I drag my eyes from his body and gaze into the face of a Renaissance angel about to fall—all harsh lines, firm jaw, and sinfully luscious lips. Thick dark hair, eyes of bottomless black. Italian, like me. English-speaking, like me.

Dead. Not like me.
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CHAPTER 2
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ROSA

“You won’t be needing that stake,” he says, stopping a few feet in front of me. Just out of arm’s reach.

He too is wearing black—suit pants that skim the long muscles of his thighs, a soaking wet shirt clinging to the wide outline of his shoulders.

I maintain my grip on the weapon. “Oh? And why not, may I ask?” I’m not about to drop my guard because a pretty face tells me to. He isn’t the first attractive vampire I’ve met.

The way he’s studying me, his head tilted to one side, eyes drinking me in, suggests he is fully aware of who and what I am. Fully aware that I am one of only three Seers left alive.

This whole encounter is leaving me confused. It’s not only that I’m gazing into the liquid eyes of Mr. Tall, Dark, and Dead. It’s how I’m reacting to it.

My pulse speeds up, and my fingers itch to reach out, to discover if those biceps are as hard as they look. He is powerful, old, and intoxicating, and his presence has turned this skilled tracker into a giddy teenage girl.

Get a grip, I tell myself. He’s a vampire. A gorgeous one with a bodacious bod, but a vampire all the same. That doesn’t mean I have to kill him—not all vampires are enemies—but it does mean I can’t bed him. My brain knows that, but my libido isn’t listening.

His eyes skim my face, his gaze so intense he might as well have reached out and touched me. I can almost feel fingers on my jaw, forcing my face up for a kiss, except he hasn’t made physical contact. All that is accomplished with only his eyes.

Those same eyes drop to my chest, and I curse silently as my nipples stiffen in response. They ache beneath my bra, desperate to be squeezed, nibbled, sucked.

Unbidden, an image appears in my mind’s eye, so vivid I could be living it: I am lying flat on a bed of black silk, naked, my arms held above my head. He has both my wrists held in one of his hands, trapping me underneath him. He sucks so hard on my breast that every ounce of sensation in my body flies to its rigid peak, all self-control gone as he holds me still and fills me with need.

The vision fades as quickly as it came, but the damage is done. A small sigh escapes my mouth, and my pussy contracts so hard it feels like the start of an orgasm.

“I mean you no harm, Rosa.” My name is a whisper on his lips. His perfect, sensual lips, created to kiss a woman in all the secret places she wants to be kissed. I shudder at the sound of his voice, the way my name sounds on his tongue. It must be the cold. Yeah, that’s what it is.

“Not right now, at least,” he adds wickedly.

He knows my name, and he is implying that he might mean me harm at some point. I need to get my head out of the gutter and back in the game.

“You’re wet and chilled,” he says. “I’d offer you my jacket like a real gentleman, but as you can see, I don’t have one, and I’m a long way from being a gentleman. Perhaps we can go somewhere warmer and dryer. And more private?”

“Why?” I ask bluntly. I am shaken by the images, by the flood of want rushing through my normally controlled body. I don’t react like this, ever. Not to a vampire, not to a human, not to anything. I don’t like it, and I need to remember who I am.

I am a Seer and a Capelli. The Capellis are Vecchissime, one of four ancient families that have acted as a buffer zone between humans and supernaturals for hundreds of years. My birthright goes back centuries, and I am here to protect the weak from the strong.

Except right now, it feels like the only one who needs protection is me—protection from him and the effect he has on me. I wrap my fingers tighter around the stake, seeking reassurance.

“Because I need to talk to you, Rosa Capelli,” he says slowly, each word a drop of poisoned honey. “Your life is at risk.”

“Yeah? What’s new there?”

“The fact that this is serious. You must have noticed. That little trinket you wear under your clothes.” He gestures at my chest, his eyes lingering a moment longer than they should on the curves under my sweater. “You’ve been called more often, that thing heating up with more frequency, no? And each time, you are faced with a vampire, bigger and stronger than the last.”

“Luckily, less intelligent too. Like the Rogan here.” I motion toward the crumbled bone dust that has turned to mud on the ground.

“Don’t be so sure of yourself, cara mia. You are good, but you’re not invincible. You can be beaten.”

Before I can draw breath to make a suitably snarky reply, the hand that is holding the stake is grabbed with abrupt force, and my arm is twisted up and behind my back. He crushes my body against his, and one squeeze of my wrist with his long fingers makes me drop my deadly weapon. Except it’s not so deadly now, I think as it clatters to the ground and rolls away. Unless he trips and accidentally falls on it.

I have other problems. Like the fact that I am now eye-level with his chest. The first few buttons of his shirt are open, revealing golden skin and a hint of silky black hair, as well as the corner of a tattoo—maybe a dragon’s wings—snaking across his collarbone, etched in silver.

My eyes go wide at the sight. It is almost impossible to tattoo a vampire because their skin heals so quickly. Younger vamps, those transformed in recent times, often come complete with existing tats—the usual mix of tramp stamps, busty mermaids, and I Love Moms.

But the older ones, like this guy has to be? That takes real dedication. Using liquid silver mixed with the ink is the only method to make them stick, and it comes with a mind-blowing amount of pain. The only vampires who usually go to such lengths are members of the Coscas, which at least gives me a few hints as to this magnetic stranger’s origins.

I process all of this as I struggle to free myself, which only appears to amuse him. Cosca vamp fits. He has the arrogance, the strength, the streak of cruelty. He is made of power—I can feel it oozing from him—and he could pass as human in a way that Rogan could not. This man could move through both worlds and dominate all.

Except me, I decide as I attempt a classic knee-to-groin move. He might be a vampire, but he still has balls. Unfortunately, he also seems to have a brain, and he knows my fighting style. He shoves one of his thighs between my legs to block me. A big, thick column of a thigh, which is now firmly planted too near my pussy. So near I could ride it all the way to paradise. My traitorous lady parts flood with deeply inappropriate moisture, and I tremble slightly as he nudges harder into me. The bastard knows exactly what he’s doing.

His lips quirk into a crooked grin as I growl my frustration, and I battle a very real urge to stand on my tiptoes and kiss that stupid grin right off his stupid face. To lick the golden-brown wedge of flesh that is so close, to press my breasts to his chest. To tangle my free hand in his hair and pull that lush mouth of his down to mine …

Fuck, what is happening to me? I’m a Seer. I’m supposed to be immune to all the usual vampire tricks and charms, so what the hell is this?

Still looking amused, he tugs the arm he has twisted behind my back, tweaking it so that the angle and pressure tell me I can’t move an inch without something snapping. That I couldn’t escape if I wanted to. I should want to escape.

His free hand goes first to my waist, then slides to the small of my back, bringing my body closer to his. So close I can feel the hard outline of his cock, hear his quiet sigh as our hips clash.

Abruptly, the pressure on my wrist eases, and my trapped arm falls limply to my side. It throbs. And it’s not the only part of me throbbing as his black eyes lock on me. No, not black. They’re the deepest, darkest shade of brown.

He smiles, amusement playing across his face. Even that smile—knowing, proud, cruel—goes straight to my clit. I’m so turned on I feel like one touch in the right place would be enough to make me come, and it’s a feeling I hate and love at the same time.

I don’t roll like this. I don’t usually find vamps sexy, or find pain arousing, but both feel suddenly explosive. With this guy, pain and pleasure seem packaged into one breathtaking bundle.

“Like I said—none of us are invincible, Rosa,” he says, his voice a deep rumble of pure sex. “We all have our weaknesses … And believe me, if I had a normal heart, it would be beating as fast as yours right now.”

I hate that he’s right. It’s pounding behind my ribs, and my lungs ache from how fast I’m breathing. My hand strays to his hip, needing that contact on a bone-deep level. He pulls down my hood and sighs as my long, thick hair floods out over his hands. He wraps it around his fingers and tugs my head back so my face is turned up toward his. His other hand goes to the column of my throat, stroking the sensitive flesh there before circling my neck. He squeezes gently, a look of fascination on his face, as though he, too, is trying to control himself.

This is wrong. It’s dangerous. I am vulnerable, exposed. He could take me any way he wanted to. But no matter how loud the warnings are, they are drowned out by desire.

Using my hair to control me, he pulls my head to one side and leans down to my neck. No, no, no, my brain screams at me. But god, yes, my body replies as I grind myself against his erection, rubbing shamelessly up and down its thickness.

Soft lips brush the skin of my throat. A trail of kisses burns across bare, trembling flesh. I experience an explosion of need at the most gentle and unexpected of touches—then unwanted freedom as he releases me. He lightly dusts those same lips over my forehead and pushes my pulsating body away from his. Holding me at a distance, he looks me up and down and shakes his head.

“You are distracting.” He lets me go and runs his hands through his hair. His fingers leave it ruffled in thick ridges, and I like that there is at least one tangible sign that he feels this electric energy between us. Even if he has the self-control to stop himself from acting on it. “You are distracting, and we need to do the cleanup.”

He moves back into the darkness, away from the fizz and flicker of the streetlight, and for a moment I feel weak and deprived, like someone has switched off my air supply. I blink and take a few deep breaths, telling myself yet again to get a goddamn grip. He could have killed me. Or fucked me. Or both.

I’ve never been in this position before, and I don’t know how to react. Even my amulet is confused. It usually flares with heat when I’m at risk and cools when the threat is gone. For the last few minutes, it’s been cycling furiously between the two, adding to my body’s confusion.

I stoop to pick up my fallen stakes and follow him over to the wounded girl. The one I unforgivably forgot about. He crouches beside her, and I notice again exactly how well he fills out those sleek suit pants, and how seam-bustingly broad those shoulders really are. I stand behind him, stake trembling in my fingers, and tell myself that if I really needed to, I could take him. If he shows any sign of harming the victim, or me, then I will bring him down. Just as soon as I stop feeling like a high school virgin with her prom date.

“Are you planning to stake me or screw me? I can feel those green cat eyes of yours all over me, bella.”

Unsure of the answer to his question, I ignore him and kneel beside them on the rain-soaked cobblestones. The smell of rotting food wafts from the dumpster, and distant sirens and electronic dance music pumping from a car stereo play in my ears.

Rogan’s victim is young—late teens, barely out of high school from the looks of her, despite the heavy makeup and the fuck-me pumps. She’s gazing up at the vampire, her face glazed with confusion and smeared with mascara. He gently wipes some of the blood from her neck and turns her head to inspect the wounds. He shows no sign of reacting to the blood, not even the tinge of red that usually rings vampires’ eyes when they scent prey. Yet another indication that this predator is old and has had decades, if not centuries, to perfect his control.

Rogan, on the other hand, was a sloppy eater. He shredded her skin and sucked a good amount from her, but it looked like he sealed the wound, presumably hoping to return to his snack later. The vamp version of using a chip clip on a half-eaten bag of Doritos.

Besides the ick factor, vampire blood is the best remedy around, and I carry a vial with me at all times. I’m not a superhero, so I don’t always make it in time. Sometimes when I find my target, a poor sap like this girl here is already pale, cold, and bleeding out. A couple drops of vamp blood rubbed into the wound or swallowed can work small miracles.

In previous eras, drinking vamp blood was enough to turn someone, whether they wanted it or not. Since the vamps agreed to the Bargain—a witch-sealed pact that changed all the rules long before my time—it’s much harder. Now the blood exchange has to go both directions and be repeated for three nights in a row. No more accidental vamps, and a top-class treatment method.

Tonight, I’m not going to need my vial of the red stuff, and I’m glad. Vampires can get weird about people walking around with a pocket full of their life force, and I can’t say I blame them. If more humans knew about its curative properties, they’d be dead and drained, and the stuff would be available for purchase with a premium-rate healthcare plan.

Instead, I pull out a travel pack of wet wipes, wad up a small handful, and clean the worst of the blood away. The mundane act calms me, reminds me of why I’m here. Allows my heart rate to slow to something below skyrocket riot.

The girl is drifting in and out of consciousness, shaking and crying as the terror and pain take hold. I use another wipe to clear the streaks of makeup from her cheeks and to smooth away her tears. Jeez. She really is young under the spackle, with big blue eyes and trembling lips.

She looks so innocent, so scared, so desperate for help. For a moment, she reminds me of Serena, my twin sister, despite there being no physical resemblance. It’s all in that confused gaze. In how I imagine Serena’s last moments, as her bloody hands clawed at the door that trapped her inside a burning building. It was too late for her, and she died alone while I was across town at a party, dancing my drunk teenage ass off.

I couldn’t help Serena, but I can help this girl. Even if it means working myself to death, I swear I will do all I can for as long as I can. I hold her face with tenderness, look directly into her eyes, and speak slowly and reassuringly. “What’s your name?”

“Heather … Heather O’Malley.” She looks from me to the vampire with nervous, darting glances. Dammit, he’s getting in the way. For both of us.

I need her focus on me so I can persuade her that every word out of my mouth is true. Seers are gifted with a power of suggestion that borders on the hypnotic, a bit like a vampire charm. It’s really useful for skipping the line at Starbucks. Or when you need to erase the memory of a vicious vampire attack.

It’s easier when I’m alone, when my mark and I are focused on each other. For the gimmick to work, I need Heather to be looking into my eyes, not at an alpha male vampire with the world’s best ass.

I shoot him a pointed look, and he nods, standing gracefully to his feet and retreating into the shadows. Of course, he could have done this himself. With his age and strength, his charms would be off-the-charts effective on a young, inexperienced human like Heather. But I don’t want to be beholden to him in any way, shape, or form. I don’t know him, and I certainly don’t trust him. After tonight, I’m not so sure I trust myself.

“Heather, honey, listen to me,” I say once I have her attention. “You had a bit too much to drink and you fell over. And while you were down, it looks like you might have been bitten by a stray dog, maybe a rat, but there’s no harm done. Everything is going to be all right. You’re going to wake up at home, and you won’t remember what happened. Only that you had a great night out with your friends and there was a bit of a problem on the way home. No need to worry your parents with this, is there?”

“No,” she says in a shaky voice. “Not if everything’s all right. Is everything all right?”

“It is,” I reply firmly, stroking back her hair. “I promise. I won’t let anything bad happen. Everything is fine.”

But as I help her up, hyperaware of the vampire lurking behind me, I wonder about that. Is everything fine?

I am Vecchissime; he is vampire. I should not, by any natural laws, be attracted to him. Yet there’s no denying it—I wanted him more than I’ve ever wanted a man in my whole messed-up life. When he held me there, breathless and bewildered, arm pinned and pussy throbbing, I felt something deeper than I’ve ever experienced. It wasn’t merely lust; it was the knowledge that I had met my match. That he could kill me or keep me safe. Protect me or punish me. I’ve never been the kind of girl to dream of a man’s protection, but part of me now yearns for it.

I get Heather up onto shaky Bambi legs. I am so very tired. The weariness is bone deep. What would it be like to rest? To lie in his arms and know that no harm could come to me?

It would be a mistake, I tell myself, glaring at him as he approaches. A huge mistake.
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LUCA

What the actual fuck just happened?

She is sitting in the bar waiting for me, and I am actually considering going in there and having a conversation with her. Through the steamed-up window of the late-night dive, I watch her and imagine dragging her into the nearest alleyway to fuck her. Imagine sucking her sweet blood from her neck as I sink my fangs and cock into her.

She is the goddamn Capelli malocchio. She’s my target, my mark. My victim. Don Vincenzo ordered me halfway across the world to isolate her, and this mission had two possible outcomes—kill or kidnap.

“I don’t mind which, figlio mio,” he drawled from his ridiculous carved-stone throne while a skinny blood addict knelt naked on all fours, sucking him off as she got fucked in the ass by Vincenzo’s human servant, Carlos.

The Don is so used to the alleged pleasures of his decaying flesh that he didn’t stop talking to me when he shot his load in the addict’s mouth. There was a brief pause, a shudder of his features, so quick you’d miss it if you blinked, then back to business.

He waved his hand at Carlos, dismissing them both, and the addict yelped as she was dragged away by her greasy hair, Carlos’s dick still inside her.

Knowing him, he kept fucking her until he was good and done, then made her beg for the blood hit she expected as payment. Like most addicts, blood seekers will do anything for their next high.

“It would help, Boss, if I had more of an idea what was going on,” I said. “Is it a message job, or do I need to keep it clean?”

He stared at me while he tucked his shriveled gray penis back inside his pants, as though daring me to comment. Daring me to show any sign of the disgust that flared inside me.

Vincenzo is over six hundred years old, and it’s a point of pride for him that he doesn’t mind looking it. Me, I think the evil inside him is spilling to the outside, and there’s not a damn thing he can do about it.

“It is not your position to know the why, Luca,” he said, silencing any argument I might have had with the swoop of one long, gnarled fingernail. “Only that she is a loose piece on the game board. There are things occurring that you don’t know about, that you don’t need to know about. Balances are changing. Allegiances shifting. This little malocchio is in the middle of it all, and someone is using her, pulling her strings. She matters to someone who matters to me. So kill her, bring her here, whatever you choose, but neutralize her. You understand me?”

No, I didn’t understand him, and I still don’t. It makes no fucking sense. Why does he want her? What else is going on? He won’t tell me—he enjoys messing with me too much. For a man so powerful, he can be a petty fuck.

Petty or not, Vincenzo is still the head of the Firenze Cosca. Still the most ancient and strongest of the Old World families. And still the creature who dictates the rules of my whole life, no matter how high I rise within the organization. I don’t have a choice. My life was bound to his before I was born, and his control over me means he can stop my heart with a single thought. So yeah, I don’t have a choice. But if I did …

I’d pull his fucking head off his bony shoulders and kick it into hell, that’s what I’d do. I’d set his corpse on fire, then piss on the smoldering ashes.

He’s been off the rails for decades now, but things have gotten worse recently. Sophia, Vincenzo’s adopted daughter and the alpha bitch in the whole administration, was sent to Toronto by Vincenzo himself, leaving him free of the one voice who ever stood up to him. He also banished his council to New Jersey, and I’ve seen more new faces at court in the last four weeks than I have in ten years.

Much like the human Mafia, organizations like ours have survived so long and been so successful because of structure, tradition, and discipline. There’s always a boss. But he should be a boss with a brain. A boss who listens to his people.

Vincenzo stopped listening a long time ago, and these days, the whole court is full of blood addicts, hangers-on, wannabes, scumbags of various different ilk. And us: his capos, his enforcers, his soldiers. His alleged family—a fucking incestuous, competitive, dysfunctional family, but a family all the same.

I don’t know what’s going on or why Vincenzo is more off the rails than usual, but my job is to do as I’m told. Whatever the boss wants. I never used to question that, but here I am. Made of questions. Standing in the rain outside some shithole bar in England, dialing my second-in-command.

“Hey, Boss.” Matteo’s gravelly voice comes down the line. It’s about ten p.m. in Manhattan, and his day will be well in motion.

I hear a clatter and a thud in the background. “Did I interrupt snack time?”

“Nothing important,” he says. “More fast food takeout than a gourmet meal, if you know what I mean.”

Gourmet to Matteo means pedophiles, abusers of women, con artists who prey on the vulnerable, and anyone who would dare consider hurting a puppy.

He once kept a dog-fighting crew who tortured pit bulls chained up for a month, forcing them to fight each other over a chance at freedom that never came. He still has one of the dogs, Moonface, to this day. She suffered some kind of brain injury during her time in the pits, and she’s a little fucked in the head, but she would die for Matteo and vice versa.

For some of us, feeding is functional; for others, it’s tied to the pleasures of the flesh. Usually, it’s a bit of both. For Matteo, it’s a method of taking out the trash, and in New York, that well never runs dry.

“You there, Boss? In Liverpool? What’s it like? You been to Anfield stadium yet?” Matteo is a big Liverpool Football Club fan. One of the many quirks a guy picks up when he’s been ricocheting around the planet for two hundred years.

“No, I haven’t. I’m not here on vacation. Did you find anything else out for me?”

The circumstances around how I was sent here are suspicious—too sudden, too spontaneous. In order to blindly obey someone, you must trust them, and I’m no longer sure I trust the Don. It’s possible I never did, but I at least trusted he was acting in our best interests.

That’s why I asked Matteo to see if he could dig out anything more for me to work with. He’s good with the blood addicts and the human servants. The streak of compassion he possesses allows him to tolerate them a lot better than I can. And to everyone but him, they’re invisible, which means they make pretty good spies.

“Yeah. But not much that makes sense—it came from Freya, you know?”

Freya has been at the Firenze court for a long time, at least in human terms. She arrived when she was a young girl, brought there by addict parents who traded her for blood. I suppose there wasn’t ever much chance of her leaving after that. Who the fuck could survive in the human world after being fed on by feral vampires—not to mention the other horrors she was subjected to—while they were only a teen?

Predictably enough, she’s a bit like Moonface—a little fucked in the head, but loyal to those she loves. She’s also one of the Don’s favorite playthings, which sucks for her, but it grants her high-level access.

“Yeah. I get it. I’ll run it through the Freya filter. Now go on, it’s fucking raining here.”

“Okay, keep your panties on. From what she’s overheard, there’s some dude called Kurt with a K. Doesn’t sound like he’s with one of our families ’cause nobody knows much about him. Maybe one of those ambitious newbies, you know, gonna change the world order?”

I do know. The Old World vampires, the ones who were transformed before the Bargain was sealed, are dominant in our universe. We control all crime related to supernaturals, and a large chunk of the human stuff too. The human Mafia knows we exist, but only those at the top levels of their organizations.

They kick up a percentage of their profits, and they’re all good earners. In return, we let them exist and allow them to pretend they’re in charge. There are four main Cosca families, all with traditional allegiances to cities in Italy, as well as old but smaller clans from Ireland, Scandinavia, and Russia.

It’s been this way for a long time—back to the days when those Italian cities were one-horse trading posts and fishing villages—and it works. But every now and then, some punk thinks he can come along and take it from us. It’s always some fresh-from-the-turn asshole who has ideas bigger than his resources and balls bigger than his brains. They always get dealt with.

“So, Freya was vague on the details, and she got all caught up on other words that started with K and went into this huge list … kittens and kingfishers and kiwi fruit …”

“I get the picture. Move it along, Matteo.”

“Right. So, she has the impression that this Kurt fuck has amassed his own little army and is targeting the malocchio. No clue why. There’ve been rumbles that he’s deliberately Calling her, using pawns to drag her out over and over again until she’s running on empty and gets sloppy.”

“Like the Lombardi girl years ago?”

“Yeah. Except back then, nobody really knew who was behind it or why they did it.”

Anna Lombardi was her family’s Seer, and it did not end well for her. She was torn limb from limb while still alive, and her body parts were dumped on the grounds of her parents’ mansion. Apart from her head. That was thrown through their kitchen window, eyelids cut off and lips sewn shut. It caused a lot of trouble. The Lombardis blamed the vampires, which was totally logical, and for a while we were on the verge of all-out war.

It was actually the Capelli girl’s grandfather, Tomasso, who stepped in and made peace. And now someone is targeting his blood in the same manner? I don’t like it or understand it, and I don’t have a clue what Vincenzo and the Firenzes have to do with the whole mess.

“This Kurt—he’s definitely not one of ours? Because if he’s looking to take out the Capelli Seer, and Vincenzo sent me here to do the same … Well, the way things are right now, I wouldn’t put it past him to have some side action.”

“Yeah, me neither. But who fucking knows? Why would he send you if he already gave the job to this Kurt? Why is he messing with the Vecchissime in the first place? We all know they’re unpredictable sacks of shit as well. It could be one of them that’s behind this Kurt thing.”

“Maybe.”

I fall silent, unsure what to do next. It should be simple—kill her or take her back to him. I didn’t stay alive this long or rise to this much power by questioning every order I was ever given. Then again, I didn’t do it by being stupid either.

Everything about this feels wrong, and I’ve learned to trust my instincts over the decades. They’re screaming at me now.

Maybe I should try to contact Sophia. The Don’s daughter might have some insight, and she has proven multiple times that although she is loyal to her father, her priority is the Cosca. Or I could get in touch with Aidan. Aidan Flynn is Vincenzo’s consigliere, and he’s done good work for us. He’s been having doubts about Vincenzo’s behavior too, and it’s possible he knows what’s happening. He could have some information on how this malocchio came to the Don’s attention, why she’s dispensable. Killing her could start a war. And what the hell might be done to her if I go down the “kidnap” route instead?

“What’s the problem, though, Boss? Kill the chickadee and have done with it.”

For a man with such compassion for the weak, Matteo has no sympathy for the strong, and like all vampires, he assumes the Capelli Seer is strong. And in some ways, she is.

There is no problem, I tell myself as I say goodbye to Matteo and shove the phone into my pocket so hard I almost bust through the seam. I don’t care what her fate is. I don’t care how vulnerable she is beneath that tough surface or what will happen to her back at Don Vincenzo’s court. In the past, I let myself care, and it nearly ended me. I learned that caring makes you vulnerable. Vulnerability makes you weak. And I am not weak.

Except … those damn instincts again. I have no clue why, but I don’t want to kill her. Fuck me, look at her! She’s sitting in that fake leather booth, staring at her brandy like she’s never seen a glass before. Her face is held in her hands, her hair—that glorious, thick hair—draped around her shoulders like a curtain. Even from here, I can see the curve of her tits under her black sweater, and that’s enough to make my cock twitch. Yeah. Some parts of me seem to care more than others.

When she was held up against me, when I had her pinned, I came so close to losing control. To taking what she didn’t realize she was offering. It was there in the little panting sounds of her shocked breathing, how her pupils dilated with a need that she clearly hated feeling. The heat from between her legs as she rubbed herself on my thigh. And the smell of her … Damn, the scent of the woman. She smelled like every moment of pleasure from the whole of my too-long life rolled into one.

There is no way I can kill her. At least not until after I have fucked her.

That same sadness I noticed before is back. She tried to hide it with her wise-ass routine, but the moment she killed that brutal bastard Rogan, I swear I saw pity in her eyes. She actually felt sorry for him. And how she cared for his victim—the lost little lamb it would have been as easy for me to finish off as it was to save her—with such tenderness, such love. She’s Vecchissime, and not quite human. In my experience, not-quite-humans rarely display that level of compassion. I don’t know how she lives the life she lives with a heart that big.

I’ve heard some of the stories about her family. About her life. But our world is full of stories. What else do creatures like us have to pass the time? When you can live for centuries, there’s a story about everyone. Not many of them are true, and I never gave much thought to whether the legend of the Capelli tragedy was real. There was a fire, I remember—back in the 1920s, I think. Her sister? Parents? I’m not sure. It didn’t matter to me.

Her hands tremble as she lifts the glass to her mouth, and she angrily blinks away tears. The legend might not be completely accurate, but this is a woman who’s suffered and has become an expert in hiding it.

I’m drawn to her in a way that I don’t understand, and I want nothing more than to smash straight through that window, wrap her in my arms, and keep her safe—from Vincenzo, from Kurt, from the Rogans of the world. From anyone who threatens her or hurts her or so much as looks at her the wrong way. If she stubs her little toe on a doorjamb, I would tear down the whole damn frame and set it on fire.

Shit. Who am I kidding? I can’t kill her. Even if I do fuck her first. In fact, I’m almost certain that as soon as I get a taste of any part of her, I’m going to be fucking done for.
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ROSA

After getting the bemused and later inappropriately chatty girl into a cab home, we found a quiet bar still open. I have no idea why I agreed, other than the obvious reason: I really need a drink.

I am exhausted to my core, and now that the adrenaline of the night is fading, my usual state of melancholy threatens to return. I’m shaken up in all kinds of ways and quite simply don’t want to be alone.

It’s a stupid reason to be here with him, of course. I could be back at my hotel, letting one of those bored businessmen get lucky. I could go dancing or head to the airport and lose myself in the anonymous flow of humanity.

I could do any of those far more sensible things, but what can I say? I’ve never been particularly sensible. So here I am, gulping hard liquor while I fight tears and ignore what I’m feeling. As far as I’m concerned, it’s a damn good strategy.

I drink, and I blank it all out, and I tell myself that it’s absolutely fine to be sitting at this battered little booth in this battered little bar while my mysterious companion makes a phone call outside.

Before he left, he bought a round of beer and brandy. Vampires can’t get drunk like humans can, but I’ve been told that if they try hard enough, they get a little buzz. Maybe that’s what he’s chasing.

He walks through the door like a dark storm and slides into the seat opposite me. His thick hair is still damp, slightly longer than it should be, maybe overdue a trim. There’s a shadow of stubble on his jaw, and both observations reinforce my belief that I’m dealing with an Old World vamp.

The vamps who have been transformed since the Bargain was struck are frozen in exactly the same state forever. Their hair and nails don’t grow, and their bodies don’t change at all. If they happened to turn during an acne breakout and had a zit the size of a planet at the end of their nose, they’re stuck with it for eternity. Kids remain kids and the elderly remain elderly.

Old World vamps, though … Well, they’re different. They’re the elite. The ones from before. They do age, but very slowly. This guy looks to be in his mid-thirties, but he’s got at least four centuries on him.

His long fingers wrap around the shaft of his beer bottle in a way that has my temperature rising. The way his wet shirt clings to him doesn’t help matters. I gulp quietly and hide my reaction behind a sip of brandy. The shirt will dry, but the damage is done. I am already familiar with every ridge of his perfectly sculpted upper body.

I shake my head and look around the dimly lit bar. Anywhere except at him. My eyes will be glowing, as they sometimes do when I’m excited for any reason, and I’m not sure how successful I am at keeping this pesky little lust problem under wraps. Jeez. Maybe I should just fuck the guy and get it out of my system.

“Goths.” I nod toward the couple in the next booth, their skin whitened with powder, hair dyed black and back-combed, heavy on the eyeliner, and purple fishnet gloves on their hands.

He glances over and smiles. The human obsession with supernaturals is a constant source of amusement, perhaps more to vampires than any of us. The man sitting opposite me is all burnished-bronze skin over a muscular, athletic body, as far removed from pale and tortured as possible. He looks more like the lead in an action movie than a horror flick.

“They never pick on anybody else, do they?” he says, echoing my thoughts. “Always this fascination with the vampire, when sitting right here in front of them is a Seer. How old are you now, Rosa, bella?”

“Didn’t your mother ever teach you it was rude to ask a lady her age, bello?” I retort, determined not to let him unsettle me.

He throws his head back and laughs, exposing the strong column of his throat, and I find myself wanting to sink my teeth into it. Being social with vampires seems to have negative side effects.

“The woman who gave birth to me was a maid, and I never knew her. She sold me to another mother—the one who raised me and trained me, and eventually transformed me when I was old enough to take to bed. And she wasn’t the kind of woman who worried about her age, believe me.”

I don’t worry about my age either, other than to disguise it. I’m not immortal, but the Vecchissime bloodlines lend themselves to unnaturally long, healthy lives—like several centuries long. I’m a baby by those standards, but I’ve appeared to be in my mid-twenties for the last eighty years or so. It’s a challenge. There’s only so much one can credit to the revitalizing powers of Crème de la Mer, good genetics, and a Botox wizard.

“I’m old enough,” I reply, “to realize that we shouldn’t be making small talk. I know what you are. You know what I am. Why are we sitting in a bar having a drink like old friends?”

“Or new lovers?” A wisp of silver circles the black of his irises. That’s a new one on me, and I’m horrified when it makes my pussy clench.

“Cut it out.” I keep my voice as steady as I can. “Or I’m leaving.”

“Not if I don’t want you to,” he murmurs, his tone deceptively gentle as his hand streaks out, a blur of motion, and traps my fingers. To anyone looking at us casually, it would seem like a romantic gesture—a loving touch. I know differently because of the effortless pressure he exerts on my flesh, the painful grind of skin and bone as he flattens my hand to the tabletop and keeps it there.

“You go when I tell you to go,” he growls. “When we’ve had a chance to talk.”

“Talk then, for fuck’s sake!” I say, exasperated and hurting and infuriatingly excited by it all. Who knew I had a bossy-vamp fetish? Not me, that’s for sure.

“You swear too much.” He releases my hand and leans back.

I rub my sore wrist and glare at him. “What, for a woman?”

“For a dock worker. I’m sorry if I hurt you.” He stares at the wrist I am massaging as he speaks, and I get the feeling that he actually means it. This guy is quite the trip.

“You’ve been having the Call more and more often, no?” he says, snapping back to business. “Been facing more and more vampires you needed to put down? I’m guessing you’ve been feeling that amulet of yours a lot more than usual, that your visions have been more powerful. That maybe there isn’t room in your head for anything else.”

It isn’t a question, but I nod anyway. He’s right, and I’m intrigued as to how he knows. I mean, I haven’t even talked to my family about it yet. I need to soon, because I’m feeling the burn of it all. There are only three Seers left alive to police the rogue vamps and suddenly a lot more rogues. Rogan was just the latest in a way-too-long line of targets.

My visions have always been more vivid than the other Seers’ for some reason, and while that makes me a more effective tracker, it’s also a much bigger head-fuck. I feel their sick pleasures, their perversions. Their euphoria as they rape and feed and kill. It’s the way it works for me. My mind is flooded with all of it, and I have to let that flood drown me before I can swim back to the surface and be of any use.

Except I’m starting to understand that I might just drown one of these days. That there’s only so much one mind can take.

I don’t waste time confirming that he’s right. “Why the sudden uptick in monsters? Has something changed on your side of the barriers? Have all the blood banks closed down? All the addicts got clean?”

Even as I ask, I know it can’t be that simple. This isn’t about food. There’s never any shortage of that. The human world is full of the weak and forgotten. Bring me your poor, your hungry, your huddled masses, and I’ll show you a bunch of victims with fang marks on their bodies. It’s nature, and most vamps do it only to survive.

“As I’m sure you know, Ms. Capelli, this isn’t about supply and demand. When do you get Called? It’s not for every vampire killer, is it? It’s only for the special ones.”

The “special ones” who enjoy death and pain far too much. The scum of the vampire world—the serial killers of their reality.

“Yeah. And sometimes I can go months without seeing anything that needs my attention. But recently? Constant.” It has been nonstop. A never-ending whirlwind of psycho vampire action invading my head. No wonder I’m tired.

“As I said earlier. Your life is at risk.”

“Okay,” I say eventually, staring at him over my almost-empty glass. “That may be true, but I still have no clue why that is your business. I’ve also noticed that you seem to know a lot about me, Mr. Mysterious. How about, before we go any further, you answer a few of my questions. Your name for one. And why it is that you’re taking so much interest in a Capelli Seer when most of your kind would happily see me dead?” I keep my voice low, a whisper to anyone else, and inaudible to the goth couple nearby.

“My name is Luca. Luca da Firenze.” He stares at me intently, as though waiting for some kind of reaction. He’s wondering if that name means anything to me.

Luca. Out of Florence. The Florentines are the oldest of the Coscas, which is pretty much the sum of my knowledge. The Coscas are immensely powerful gangs that some say are older than the Vecchissime. For all intents and purposes they resemble the criminal empires of the humans but come with a lot more secrets. And a lot more bite. Even I don’t know much about them, other than their reputation for brutal ruthlessness.

It doesn’t give me much fresh information. I already knew he was Old World. I could tell that from the hair, the stubble, the tattoo. The easy way he switches between charm and violence. He’s had centuries to perfect it.

My mind immediately takes a wrong turn and heads down Sex Addict Alley: All those years of experience. At perfecting things. Learning how to drive people wild with desire, using those long fingers, those lips, his tongue … He’ll be skilled at activities mere mortals don’t even know about. Any orgasms I’ve had thus far in life will be like pleasant sneezes compared to the full-body explosions this guy could give me. I blink at the image and try to ignore the rush of blood to the newly christened Triangle of Inappropriate Tingling.

Yikes. Get your filthy Seer mind out of the gutter—again—Rosa Capelli. My face heats, and he gives me that crooked smile. The one that says, yeah, I know you’re wet for me. I know you’re wishing the seam of your jeans was a little bit thicker …

He also has years of experience figuring out what people are thinking and feeling, I remind myself. I drink down the rest of the brandy and lean back in my seat. Try to play casual in a way I know won’t fool him. How could I fool a creature who can hear my heartbeat, sense my lust, probably even smell the dampness between my legs? The whole thing is fucking humiliating, apart from anything else.

“Firenze,” I repeat, nodding. “So, like, you’re a really old dude? Were you around for the Bargain?”

He grins, and it is a wicked thing. A wicked thing that sends a curl of need through my belly. “You already know that. You might be playing stupid, Rosa, but I know you’re not. You think you know what I am, and now you’re fishing for information.”

“Maybe I am. And maybe it would be a lot easier if you’d just tell me why you’re here and what you want with me!”

He stares at me, suddenly serious, his fingers tapping on the tabletop in a manner that suggests it may not be long for this world. His anger scares me a little. Not in a sexy way, just the average “oh shit, have I pushed the apex predator too far?” way.

“Do you know a vampire called Kurt?” he asks, ignoring my outburst.

“Like Kurt Cobain, Kurt? Ummm … No, I don’t think so. Should I?”

This conversation has taken an even stranger turn, and I’m starting to think I’ve made a huge mistake. I need to leave, to get away from this creature and all the confusing shit he stirs up in me. I need to sleep, maybe for a hundred years. There isn’t enough of me to go round as it is, without all this crap.

“Did you know Anna Lombardi?” He grabs my wrist and holds it steady, being careful not to grind the bones this time, just making sure I don’t leave. What a gentleman.

“Not really. I was only four when she died. I don’t know much about it.”

“Your family didn’t tell you what happened to her?”

“My family,” I say, pulling my hand free, “probably didn’t want to scare the living daylights out of their kids by telling them horror stories.”

I’ve asked over the years but have been met with a wall of silence. My family is world-class when it comes to keeping secrets, but I figure they were kept for my protection.

There used to be three girls in my family—Angela, then me and Serena. When Anna Lombardi was killed, Angela was twelve, and Serena and I were really little. Vecchissime powers don’t start to manifest until we’re about ten, so at that stage we knew Angela was a Healer, but nobody knew about Serena and me—whether one or both of us would be a Seer. Everyone must have been hoping for it because the last Capelli Seer was my long-gone grandmother.

None of that was in our orbit at the time. My parents made sure we were protected from it. We knew that Anna was dead, and that was sad for about a minute because we were kids and we didn’t really know her.

“What the hell has Anna Lombardi got to do with me? Or with you?” I ask, frowning. “And why are you stalking me, Luca da Firenze? I see that pretty tattoo on your chest. Is it a dragon?”

I’m trying to unsettle him, trying to regain some control of the conversation and how it’s making me feel. Thinking about the past, about Serena and my family, isn’t something I enjoy doing.

I’m also genuinely curious. Tattoos are associated with the Coscas, but I have no clue if the ink is a badge of honor, simply aesthetic, or some macho pain tolerance bravado bullshit. If I was hoping to throw him off-balance with the change in subject, though, one glance at him tells me I failed.

“You want to see, little malocchio? You want to look at the Firenze dragon?” Malocchio is the vamps’ allegedly offensive nickname for us. It means the evil eye, which I actually think is kind of cool. I’m hard to offend, so the name doesn’t bother me, but there’s a challenge in his words and in the look he gives me. Shit. So much for gaining control.

Silently, without breaking eye contact, he unbuttons his shirt. Slowly, the fabric parts, each flick of his fingers revealing another delicious slice of rich burnished-gold skin. I want to look away. I tell myself to look away. But I can’t. I’m paralyzed, my eyes fixated on his torturously languid progress.

He tugs the edges of his black shirt apart, and I gulp audibly as I am confronted with a perfect slab of muscle. The tattoo must start on his back, and the huge wings of the black-and-silver dragon swoop over his broad shoulders and upper arms, flowing with breathtaking artistry all the way around and underneath his pecs.

I can’t stop myself. I reach out to touch the intricate lines with my fingertips and trace the design over his chest. The sculpted planes of his body are cloaked in silky-soft skin; he is iron wrapped in velvet. I have never seen anything so magnificent in my long life.

His eyes meet mine, and the silver rings around his irises seem to flare and flame. For a moment, we are both silent, and I wonder if he is as confused by this as I am.

“What is happening here?” I murmur as his hand covers mine, pressing my fingers hard against his flesh.

He sighs and shakes his head, and there’s a flicker of confusion as he replies, “I don’t. Fucking. Know. All I do know is that I need to protect you.”

My heart sings at the thought of letting him. Of giving up the fight, even for a little while. Sleeping in his arms, safe from the dreams, safe from the visions. Safe from everything—except him, I remind myself. This man is dangerous, no matter what mystical juju is sparking between us.

“I don’t need protecting,” I snap back, pulling my hand away and shoving it into my pocket so it can’t misbehave again. “Especially by an Old World Cosca vamp who’s probably killed more humans than I’ve had hot dinners. I don’t know you, and I don’t want to know you.”

There is a second—less than that—where he looks hurt. Then the shutters come down, and he sneers at me and refastens his buttons. “Think you’ve got me all figured out, gattina mia?”

“I’m not your kitten, and yeah, pretty much. Enough to know that I don’t trust you, that I’ll never trust you, and I’ll certainly never need you.” The quiet fury in my voice is directed as much at myself as it is him, but it still feels good. It clears the lust from my mind, and I feel almost like Rosa Capelli again.

“Never is a big word.” He leans across the table so his face is only inches from mine. “And as for not needing me … Maybe you don’t. But you need something. Tonight, I took that stake from you like it was a child’s toy, and we both know you were mine to do with as I pleased. If I wanted to drink you dry, you wouldn’t have been able to do a thing about it.”

My amulet flares hot on my skin, telling me I am in danger, and I’m not sure if it’s from him or from me. He’s right—he could have drunk me dry. Even now, with this budding anger rising inside me, I find myself imagining what it would feel like to have his mouth on my neck, his teeth on that soft, sensitive skin. Licking, probing, biting …

Lethal. It would have been lethal.

I refuse to back down and keep my eyes locked on his. I can’t let him see my weakness.

“You’re right,” I answer, clearly surprising him. “You could have. But that’s not a point in your favor, big guy. It just means I should never be around you again. Most of the vamps I encounter aren’t playing in the big leagues. The majority are fucking idiots. I probably need to train harder, stay more alert, but we’re both aware there are more Rogans in the universe than Old World vampires with your … skills.” I was doing so well until that last word, and I hate that I falter over it. That my stupid sex-crazed mind immediately went to those kinds of skills.

He leans back and grins. For the first time, I see the white gleam of the tips of his fangs, and it’s clear I’m only seeing them because he wants me to. Because he knows exactly what I’m thinking about.

“Yeah,” he says, raising one eyebrow. “I am exceptionally … skilled. And by all means, train harder. Stay more alert. But know this—you have enemies, Rosa Capelli. Enemies you might not see coming, like this Kurt and the allies he has drawn to his cause. At the moment, I’m not one of those enemies, and you would do well to remember that.”

“Enemies schnenemies! There’s always some jerk with a hard-on to kill a Seer. This Kurt guy has probably got delusions of grandeur. They all do. I blame the internet.”

“This is not a damn joke! Do you know who sent me here?”

“No idea. Ronald McDonald?”

His hand shoots toward me and grabs my chin. He holds my face steady despite my struggles, and I consider slamming a stake down through his other hand, pinning it to the table. But I’m aware, even if he isn’t, that we are attracting attention. The bartender is looking over with a frown, obviously trying to weigh up whether he needs to intervene and just as obviously hoping he doesn’t have to.

Luca’s grip doesn’t waver, and neither does his glare. I’m going to have finger-shaped bruises on my face tomorrow, and that is not a good look.

“Listen to me, Rosa Allegra Capelli. This is not a game. Kurt is dangerous. He’s powerful. And he has allies, possibly within the Vecchissime themselves. I was sent here by my boss to kill you or kidnap you. He wasn’t bothered which. He is not a vampire you want to mess with. He’s … He’s bad.”

It’s barely there, that hesitation, but it is there. He’s conflicted about what he’s saying. Maybe he thinks he shouldn’t be saying it. Maybe he’s regretting not having killed me already. If his boss is the Don of the Firenze Cosca, then he’s a hundred percent right to be worried. Disloyalty is a big deal in a world where allegiances run for centuries.

I once heard a story about how the Milano Don kept a vamp who’d betrayed him tied to a post in a dungeon for ten years and disemboweled him with a scimitar every single day. Anything other than pure obedience could get Luca into serious trouble, yet he’s risking it. He didn’t kill me when he could, and he seems to be warning me in his own angry way.

That and the fact that he abruptly lets go of my face earns him a few points for good behavior. But it doesn’t mean I trust him.

We are both quiet for a moment, our mutual fury dissipating. Someone puts a song on the juke box—one-half of the goth couple, and the two of them are now dancing to that old Doors track about people being strange—and I ponder how bad this Don must be for a vamp like Luca to describe him as such. Handling the Rogans of the world is one thing. Taking on the head of a Cosca is a whole new level of risk. Especially when I have no fucking clue how or why I caught his attention.

The Vecchissime and the Coscas have lived in uneasy peace for longer than I’ve been around, so I haven’t had cause to mix with them. From what I’ve been taught, their rules are strict and the consequences for breaking them brutal. The result is that they keep their vamps under control, and their criminal empires are vast but disciplined. Never once have I been Called to deal with a Cosca vamp. Presumably because whatever depraved shit they get up to, they get up to it in a way that has been deemed acceptable by the Vecchissime. Or they’re really freaking awesome at hiding it.

Regardless, the news that I’m now one of their targets is not great. I am already exhausted, and this ratchets it all up a level.

I school my face into something perfectly neutral and concentrate on keeping my breathing steady so he doesn’t spot my fear. Because I am scared now. I’d be stupid not to be.

“Come with me,” he commands. “Let me help you figure this out. Let me keep you safe.”

“Why?” I ask, genuinely confused. “Why would you want to do that? Because you feel sorry for me? Because you want to fuck me? Because we had such a sweet little meet cute over the body of a dead vampire? Nah, I don’t think so, Luca da Firenze. My mama taught me not to talk to strangers, and like Jim is singing right now, people sure are strange.”

He slams his fists on the tabletop so hard our drinks bounce a couple inches into the air. I grab my beer as it flies upward, and his rolls to the ground, shooting fizzy amber liquid across the floor.

“That’s your final answer?” he asks, oblivious to the stares from around the room. Jeez, how has this guy lasted so long? One of the number one skills of the Old World vamps is blending, but he has “I am not quite human” stamped all over him.

“That is my final answer, Regis.” I lean back and touch the lip of the beer bottle to my mouth. Tipping it backward to take a long drink, I show him my throat. Show him that I am not afraid of him. I am, of course, faking it. But damn, the beer sure tastes good.

He gets to his feet, gives me one last extra-pissed glare, and snaps, “Good luck to you, Rosa. Maybe I’ll come to your fucking funeral.” He storms from the room, sending the goths scurrying for cover as he stalks past. They recognize him as a threat, no matter how nice the packaging. He slams open the door and disappears into the darkness without so much as a backward glance.

Well, I think as I finish my beer, that went well.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 5
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LUCA

Ilet her think I’m furious, that I’ve lost control. It’s not that big of an act, truthfully. She knows how to push my buttons. I was sorely tempted to sling the woman over my shoulder and carry her out of there when she refused to come with me willingly.

The frustrating thing is that she wanted to. She tried to hide it, but I could sense how afraid she was—more than that, how alone. I wonder how long she’s been running on fumes and why she feels she has to shoulder the whole burden by herself. The Vecchissime might not be the virtuous angels they pretend to be, but she has family and should therefore have support. Her bloodline, the other Seers—why isn’t she confiding in them? Why is she out here, facing this situation on her own? Why is she so fucking stubborn?

In case she’s watching, I punch the pole of a streetlight as I pass it. The skin covering my knuckles breaks open, and the light wobbles so much it might come down. Shit.

Once that’s done, I stalk away down the road, but after a few moments, I calmly walk back, making myself invisible in the shadows until I find a spot where I can see into the bar. If she was watching, all she would have seen was what she expected to see—a grumpy-ass vampire storming away, leaving her in peace.

Now, I just need to wait. After she comes out, as soon as I get her alone, I will take her. Whether she wants to or not, she’ll be coming with me tonight. I can be stubborn too. I’ve had a lot of practice.

I have no clue why I’m so drawn to this woman when all logic tells me we should be enemies. No idea as to why I would consider disobeying the Don and risking everything, including my life. I have less of a clue why, after centuries of not giving a damn about anyone, I suddenly feel the urge to charge in and be the hero.

I’m no knight in shining armor, and she’s no damsel in distress. The last time I felt like this—the last time I tried to save someone—it did not end well. For either of us. I still remember her screams now, still feel the helpless fury of being tied and bound with silver chain while she was raped and tortured in front of me, her flesh branded with hot iron, her eyes pierced with fishhooks. Every part of her body covered in blood and cum and the marks of teeth and knives and whips.

The sound of those screams will be with me for all eternity, but it was worse when they stopped. When she no longer had the energy to cry out. The last time I saw her face, it was pale, bloodless, floating beneath the murky surface of the Seine. Washed clean and finally at peace.

I couldn’t save Isabella, and maybe I can’t save Rosa Capelli. But I have to try.

The issue is whether I can take her back to Vincenzo or not. What does he have planned for her? Will he let me keep her? What will I do if he locks her in one of his dungeons or gives her to Carlos or some other twisted fuck?

I’ll end them is what I’ll do. I feel it with complete certainty. Even if it means the end of me, I will fight for her.

She must be pretty intent on finishing that beer because she still hasn’t left the bar. Maybe she’s dancing with the goths, making new friends. Distracting herself from the pain and fatigue I saw etched on her beautiful face.

I’m confused by every single thing about this. I’ve been alive for a very long time and have had more than my share of sex. But since Isabella, it hasn’t been anything more than sex—brief pleasure, meeting a physical need, sometimes a game or even a punishment. I like my partners submissive and silent, and Rosa Capelli is neither of those things. There’s something going on underneath the surface here that I don’t understand, and I hate not understanding. It makes me feel out of control, and when I feel out of control, things get broken.

I take out my phone and dial Matteo.

“Yep?” he says, ever the chatterbox.

“What happened to the last people Vincenzo had kidnapped?”

“Umm … Well, let’s see. There was that Roma guy. The one who killed a girl in Paladin.”

Paladin is one of our clubs, catering to a vamp/human clientele. Some of the humans know the score, some don’t. They go there because it’s full of hot bodies and drugs, and if they wake up with a blood-loss hangover and puncture marks on their inner thighs, then they figure it was a wild night and worth the consequences.

Now that Matteo mentions it, I remember the incident. About a year ago, a vamp from the Roma Cosca went too far and sucked the life out of some college girl who turned out to be the kid of a senator. Vincenzo was furious—it put us all at risk of exposure—and refused to let the Roma Don deal with the punishment.

“That guy’s still downstairs,” Matteo says, referring to the dungeons. “Or at least some of him is. Carlos has been cutting off bits of him, letting him almost heal, then doing it all over. Apparently his dick wasn’t that big to start off with, and it’s getting smaller by the day.”

Carlos is a sick bastard who doesn’t even have the excuse of being a bored vampire who lost his humanity after centuries of giving and receiving pain. He was just born that way. If Vincenzo ever turns him, I’ll be first in line with a stake myself. That fucker does not deserve eternity.

“Who else?” I ask, seeking a scrap of hope. Something to convince me that I can take her there and she won’t be dead or wishing she were within a day.

“Felicia’s still there. Still chained up and hanging from the ceiling. Though I think she kinda likes it.”

Felicia is a special case. She’s the Don’s ex-wife, and a world of snakes lives inside her brain. She’s not relevant.

“What about that human chick from Miami? The journalist?” I can’t remember her name—she wasn’t my job—but she got scooped up for being too nosy. I have no idea why the Don decided to keep her alive, but that’s what he did.

“Yeah, she’s okay. Angry as fuck, but okay. Has all her body parts, at least. Why, Luca? You wanna tell me what’s going on?”

I glance across the road, see she’s still in there, dancing away to whatever noise is coming from the jukebox. She’s holding a beer in the air like it’s a torch, and her hair is swaying as her body moves. I tear my eyes away, because that is way too distracting.

“Gotta be honest, buddy.” A heavy sigh gusts from my mouth. “I don’t really know. This girl, this malocchio … Look, you know how you felt when you first saw Moonface and the other dogs? When they were tough and scary as shit and could rip a man’s throat out in seconds, but you saw through all that and thought oh, poor little baby?”

“Yeah. But that’s me. And that’s an abused animal. This is you, Boss, and you don’t do compassion. And she’s a Seer who’s probably taken down thousands of our kind. I get the pit bull comparison, but unlike Moonface, she had a fucking choice in the matter. So whatever misguided pity you’re feeling, maybe shelve it, okay?”

“But you haven’t seen her, Matteo. I’m not so sure she has had much of a choice in anything for a very long time.”

“And that’s your problem why exactly?”

I don’t reply. I can’t find the words to explain to him, this man who knows me better than any other, how I feel. To describe what crazy shit is happening to me.

“Is she hot?” he finally asks when I stay silent. He sounds so genuinely interested that it forces a laugh from me.

“Yeah, she’s hot. But there’s more to it than that. It’s like there’s some kind of connection between us. I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but it’s messing with my goddamn head.”

“And does she feel it, too? This connection?”

His emphasis on the word makes me grin. We’re two centuries-old predators who have killed and fucked our way through a million cruelties. We murder without meaning, crush without conscience, and would tear a man’s heart out without pausing to ask his name. He and I are monsters, and we are talking like a couple of teenagers in a rom-com.

“Pretty sure she does, yeah.”

“Could you scent it? Was she faking it, or was she really wet for you?”

My fist tightens around the phone, and I force myself to relax before it shatters. To not destroy the stupid device because Matteo said the wrong thing.

“Boss? You okay? You’re, uh, hissing at me there.”

“Yeah? Well, it’s a good thing you aren’t here with me, pal, or your head would be up your ass right now. Literally. Don’t ever talk about her like that again, you understand?”

“No, I don’t understand. But I think there’s a problem. You want me to ask Minnie to look into this? Because this don’t feel like no little crush to me. It sounds like you’ve lost your fucking mind. You need to get away from her and get back here.”

He’s probably right, but the thought of being away from her—of leaving her out here in danger—makes me feel like something is breaking inside of me. It’s like the world’s worst fucking headache, except it’s all over my body.

“Get Minnie to take a look, yeah, if she can do it safely. And in the meantime, get the house in Brooklyn ready. I might need it soon.”

“Whatever you say, Luca. Just don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

Aware that I can make no promises on that front and feeling like I’m made up entirely of stupid, I hang up. My brain isn’t working right, and it took Matteo suggesting to ask Minnie for help when it should’ve been my first thought. When there’s extra-weird shit going on, Minnie is the gal to have on your side.

Minnie—real name Minerva—is a full-blooded witch who skipped out on her coven and came to work for Vincenzo back in the 1970s. Nobody knows what he had on her to make her do something so reckless, but she’s possibly the only person who isn’t scared of the Don. She’s also the person who hates him the most, yet she stays and works for him, not using the power we all know she has against him. It’s a puzzle, but one for another day.

All that matters is that she’s an ally. She’s even a friend, as far as friendship can stretch in the hellhole we call home, and if she gets the chance to put one over on our boss, it makes her day. Maybe she can find out why I’m feeling like this, because it sure as fuck doesn’t feel natural.

I kept half an eye on the door while I was talking, and Rosa still hasn’t come out of the bar. Even with my eyes closed, I’m pretty sure I’d be able to scent her the minute she set foot outside. Her scent is unique—an intoxicating blend of lemons, spice, blood, fear, need, and heat. Fuck, I’m getting hard just thinking about it.

The door to the place opens, and I narrow my eyes on the goth couple. I’m pretty sure she thinks I’m long gone, away in a cloud of vamp fury, but what if she’s playing it extra cautious and planning to shield herself with humans? Doesn’t seem like her style, but anything’s possible.

They stagger down the steps, and I’m relieved that my instincts are spot-on when she doesn’t follow. She must still be in there, maybe planning to close the place down.

I tell myself to be patient. Steady. Give it more time. Better to catch her unaware, knock her out long enough to get her back to New York. Despite what I said earlier, she is a fierce opponent, and a physical altercation could get messy. She could wind up hurt, which is exactly what I’m trying to avoid, regardless of what she thinks.

The door opens again, and a lone man trots down the stairs, phone in hand. After him come two women, laughing and walking arm in arm. I stare at the door, waiting, waiting, and … Nothing. It must be almost five a.m. now, and I need to keep an eye on the time. The shitty weather is doing its best to pretend otherwise, but it’s summer, and the sun will be up before too long.

The lights in the bar go off. What the fuck? If the place is closing, where is she?

I jog across the road and slam into the door. It’s locked. That won’t stop me, but I hammer on it with my fists first. The guy who was running the place yells, “Okay, okay.” He opens the door and glares out, aiming for intimidating, but he can’t hide his quick gulp when he sees me. I’m over six feet tall, big all over, and capable of ripping his head off with one hand. A man in his line of work has probably spent years assessing threats, and he sees one right now.

“Where is she?” I growl without touching him. I don’t need to—he’s backing right up. There’s a flicker in his eyes as he tries to decide whether he can lie to me, and I wonder what she told him.

I give him a firm shove in the chest to help him make up his mind and follow his backward staggers into the dingy room. It smells of stale beer and cleaning fluids. And prey.

Pushing him against the bar, I use my eyes to show him that he’s in trouble. He stares at the red ring around my pupils and starts to shake—a whole-body tremor that’s echoed by his accelerated breathing and pounding heart. My nostrils flare at the scent of his terror. It smells good, and if I weren’t pressed for time, I might be tempted to indulge.

“Where is she?” I repeat, my face an inch from his. “I won’t ask again.”

“She … went out through the cellar. Under the hatch behind the bar. She said she had to get away from you because you were gonna beat her again. She’s only a little thing, and she’s scared of you. You should be ashamed of yourself!”

Despite his fear, the puny bartender manages to put some snarl into his voice. He thinks I’m a bully, a woman beater, an abuser. I might be all those things when I need to be, but not tonight. Tonight, all I want is to protect her. The irony of her lie is not lost on me.

I decide I won’t kill him. I won’t even hurt him. In his own way, he’s braver than I am. Holding his face in my hands, I stare into his frightened eyes. His fear shifts and I sense his confusion. He hates me, but he’s kind of turned on as well.

“As soon as I’m gone, you’re going to close the cellar hatch and forget I was ever here. You’ll forget she was ever here. If you have any cameras, you’re going to erase all footage from tonight. And you’re going to carry on being a decent human being, okay? Do you understand?”

He rubs his cheek on the palm of my hand. Yeah. He’s definitely feeling something other than terror.

“Yes, I understand,” he murmurs, swaying against me.

I stand him upright, pull out a couple £50 notes, and leave them on the bar. He watches as I walk behind the serving counter and find the hatch to the cellar in the center of the floor between the glass washer and the beer fridge. I open it and jump right down, dispensing with the stairs. The hatch clunks shut above me, and I imagine the guy upstairs picking up the cash and wondering what the fuck just happened.

The cellar is like plenty of other cellars I’ve been in. Dim, dusty, stacked with crates full of bottles and kegs of beer. I smell spilled beer and rat droppings—and her. A faint trace, but enough to make me furious. With her, and with myself. How could I have been so fucking stupid? So goddamn arrogant? I should have known that she’d pull some stunt like this.

The exit from the cellar is on the far side of the space, up a few steps and out of a similar hatch to the one I came in through. I shove it open, climb up, and get a face full of heavy rain for my trouble.

When I emerge, it’s into a little courtyard that appears to be shared by three or four businesses. There’s a parking lot and dumpsters and big containers full of glass bottles for recycling. A delivery truck with pictures of tomatoes on the side sits idling several feet away.

It’s been ten minutes tops since I last saw her, and I realize now she was playing me exactly how I thought I was playing her. She deliberately danced right by the window, and I saw exactly what I expected to see—the drunk Seer drowning her sorrows, safe in the knowledge that the big bad vamp had left.

She fooled me, and that makes me want to punch myself in the face, but it also makes me admire her more. She’s sneaky and duplicitous and far too brave for her own good.

I run across the courtyard to the backyard of the building opposite. She didn’t return to the road by the bar. I would have seen her or scented her. She’d know that, and she would have gone a different direction.

The back door to the place is propped open by a bucket filled with sand and cigarette butts, and inside a tired-looking fifty-something woman is taking a delivery of fresh fruit and greens. In a second, I take in the coffee machine, tables and chairs, the chiller cabinets. It’s a café, and she’s getting it ready for the breakfast shift.

She glances up as I walk into the room, and her eyes widen. I look like I’m here to assassinate someone. I hold my hands out in a placatory gesture and don’t even need to talk to her. From the way her eyes dart to the front door, it’s clear that this isn’t her first unexpected visit of the day, and the lingering scent of lemons and spice confirms that Rosa has been here.

Outside, I find myself on a street that’s half asleep, at that hazy junction between night and day. There are still a few people wandering around drunk, heading from one bar to another, maybe heading home after clubbing. A small line of those big black cabs they have here is open for business, and I can hear heavy rock music thudding away in a place that has a mural of guitars covering its exterior walls. I’ll have to tell Matteo that his beloved Liverpool is another city that never sleeps.

There are delivery vans like the one at the café, and a few workers either locking places up or opening them, and the ever-present figures of the homeless sheltering in doorways with dirty sleeping bags and piles of old duvets to keep them warm. Same all over the world—nobody sees them anymore. It’d break my heart if I had one.

What there isn’t, at first glance, is a Capelli malocchio. Pausing, I inhale and let the smells flow through me. It’s not as easy in a city, tracking someone. Too many scents all at once. I filter out the wet dog and discarded burgers and stale vomit and the lingering hint of sex, ignore the traffic fumes and spilled vodka and pigeon shit. My nostrils flare as I unexpectedly come across a suggestion of magic—witch magic. Interesting, but irrelevant to my hunt; lots of cities have witches, and that’s not what matters now.

Eventually, I find a trace—the tiniest of threads, but enough. I race toward it, pounding down the street until I come to a junction. One way is the huge sea-like river that dominates this town, another is a shopping mall, and the third is some kind of green space surrounded by office blocks and apartments.

On the corner, at the center of it all, is a trash can. A trash can that smells like Rosa. I dash over and see a jacket stuffed into it. Someone dumped a load of fries on top, but when I shake the garment free, it’s clearly the one she was wearing when I last saw her. Holding it up to my face, I inhale her unique lemon spice aroma as absolute fury hurtles through my veins.

I go through her pockets in case she was foolish enough to leave anything that would be useful to me. All I find is a tiny vial that holds maybe a couple milliliters of pale liquid. I close my fist around it and welcome the pain as the glass fractures and pierces my skin. The liquid flows over my palm, mixing with my blood and the shards of glass, smelling exactly how I knew it would—of lemons and spice.

I’ve been tricked. Again. I’ve been following her perfume, not her. I have no clue where she might be now, and it’s getting too close to sunrise for me to remain out here much longer.

Yeah, I’ve been played. But I will find her, and when I do, I am going to teach her that I can play too.

And I don’t play nice.
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CHAPTER 6
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ROSA

Jenny Brunelli’s friends know she likes to run, swim, and play tennis. What they don’t know is that she also likes to kick the shit out of a punching bag and poke pointy wooden sticks into cardboard figures decorated with hand-drawn Magic Marker fangs. A girl’s got to have her mysteries, right?

Jenny Brunelli—a.k.a. Rosa Capelli—is now home. Back in the apartment I’ve owned for so long, a place I consider safe. At least for now.

Dumping Luca da Firenze turned out to be easier than I expected. Yet another man who underestimated me. I still blush with embarrassment when I remember the way I reacted to him when we first met, at how the needs of my body overrode all thought, but in the end that helped. He didn’t see me as anything approaching an equal; he saw me as some kind of sex-starved princess who needed saving.

Well, okay, maybe he’s right on the sex-starved front. But that can be fixed. His is not the only cock in the world. And I sure as hell don’t need saving. I might need a little help, but I don’t need a savior. Especially not one of the vampire variety.

After slamming a vicious flying back kick into the punching bag, I collapse onto the reinforced floor, dripping with sweat. I’ve been knocking the shit out of that punching bag for over an hour now, and it feels good. It makes me feel strong. Capable. A welcome change from the way I felt when I left Liverpool.

I sip some water from my bottle and tap my toes along to the screaming Foo Fighters song blasting from the sound system. The apartment is soundproofed as well—Jenny Brunelli does like her privacy.

Somehow though, even with the doorman downstairs, the elevator with its security code, and the three deadbolts on the door, I don’t feel entirely safe. Entirely hidden. I can still feel his fingers on my skin. Feel his eyes on my body. Remember how pussy-clenchingly good it was to have his thigh between my legs.

I hoped an hour of mindless violence might chase him away, but I was wrong. Although I escaped him physically, it’s like he left a piece of himself with me, and I don’t like it. Or maybe I like it a bit too much.

After giving him the slip, I went straight back to my hotel, feeling pleased with myself but annoyed that it had cost me one of my favorite jackets and a travel bottle of one of my biggest indulgences. My perfume—a custom blend of lemon and basil, with hints of pepper and underlying oud—comes from an artisan perfumery in Italy and costs a fortune, but I don’t have many vices in life, so what the hell.

By the time the sun rose as much as it was going to, I knew I was probably safe, so I grabbed my gear, jumped into my rental, and drove to the airport.

Airports aren’t the best places to be if you’re vampire-dodging. Whole sections of them are free from natural light, and the glare of electricity is the only sun. Plus, everyone is so stressed and self-obsessed that they wouldn’t notice if someone were being drained of their life’s blood in the check-in line. They’re a bit like Vegas in those respects, and Vegas is crawling with vamps. I was tense until I was on the plane and three mini bottles of vodka in.

I got home last night, and today … Well, today I need to find answers. Not only about Luca, but about the things he told me. Because he’s right—I have been Called more and more recently.

If all were logical in the world, I would cover the Americas, Donatella would be on call for Asia and Australia, and Paola Bianchi in Africa. But for decades now, we have been without a Lombardi, who would have been based in Europe. We’ve also been without my sister Serena. We were the first-ever twin Seers, and her powers were shaping up to be far stronger than mine.

So the three of us deal with all the territories, and some are more troublesome than others. The Russian vamps are a handful, and there was a nasty outbreak of feral killers in New Zealand a few years ago.

I’ve been zigzagging the US, had a barrel of laughs clearing a nasty nest in Vancouver, and although my trip to Liverpool was the first in the UK, I’ve been in France and the Czech Republic as well. It’s more than usual—a lot more. I’m wiped out and can’t carry on like this.

I like to keep myself to myself. I work alone, and I am not especially close to the other Vecchissime women. Donatella is super sociable and regularly organizes events, but I don’t go unless I have to.

Then there’s my immediate family … and that’s a whole other story. I fight off a wave of sadness as I think about them. About my grandfather Tomasso, who has been disappointed with me from the day I was born. Pietro, my younger brother, who is no longer the happy and playful child he used to be. About my parents, my sisters—all long gone.

Mainly, I think about Serena, who was torn from me when we were only teenagers. Twins, as close in life as we were in the womb. She was my best friend, my confidant, my other half—the best of me. And she died in my place, in the fire that destroyed my family. The fire that should have taken me, not her.

I’ve been half dead ever since. It’s as though when she breathed her last tortured breath, she took me with her.

For over a century now, I’ve forced myself to carry on. To do my duty. I’ve killed and killed and killed some more. Lived my fake lives. I’ve had men, experimented with women, tried every shade of sex and drugs and rock and roll. But none of it has worked. None of it has brought me back to life.

None of it gave me a hint of the spark I felt the second Luca da Firenze crashed into my world. The surge of need that ran through my body when he touched me or the fascination at seeing his spectacular tattoo. The very real temptation to give in—to let him protect me. Let him keep me safe.

I felt it all, and it left me thrumming with life—and with questions. Why him? Why now? Why the sudden influx of Calls? Who is Kurt? Why is an Old World Cosca vamp gate-crashing my life? I need answers to at least some of those questions.

After a quick shower, I settle down on my balcony to make a few phone calls. My apartment faces the Chicago River, and I’ve sat out here as numerous different people over the decades. No matter where else I’ve lived or for how long, I always come back here, with a different name, different hairstyle, different vibe. There’s a naturally transient population in places like this—city dwellers tend to be young professionals who grow up and move somewhere more sensible—and that’s helped me obscure the truth.

There’s one old biddy three floors down, Patricia Flanagan, who has been here for a zillion years and looks at me sideways in the elevator. She suspects something, but women her age know enough to be wary of sounding crazy.

I’m glad, because I love it here. I love the dizzying height, the grand buildings all around me. The feeling that I’m floating above the madness of the city. And the balcony—well, here I am, bathed in sunshine on a baking hot day without a cloud in the sky. No vampire on earth, no matter how old or strong, could deal with this. I’ve never thought too deeply about that before, but now, with Luca in the picture, I’m glad.

It’s ten in the morning here, which means it’s ten at night in Bangkok, where Donatella currently lives. She’ll be surprised at me being the one to reach out, but she will have all the gossip. She’ll also be looking for more, so I need to keep quiet about Luca. Donatella can give the impression that she’s nothing more than a bubbly airhead, but to believe her act would be a big mistake.

I’m about to hit her number when my screen flashes to life with an incoming call, and I do a double take when I see the name come up: Donatella Agostini. WTF? Are we somehow psychically connected, or is this a freakish coincidence?

“Rosa?” she says hesitantly when I answer, obviously caught off guard. I typically let all my calls go to voicemail and sort them out later.

“You won’t believe this, but I was literally just about to call you.”

“Have you heard about Paola?” she asks. It’s unlike her to not engage in any small talk.

“No,” I reply, dread building in my stomach.

“She’s in the hospital. In a coma. They’re not sure she’s going to make it, Rosa!” The panic in her voice—the two of them are close—causes bile to surge into my throat as I ask her what happened.

“She was Called to Cairo and ambushed. She checked in with me on her way there from Cape Town, said she’d been having really vivid visions for weeks. Far more detailed than usual. She was worried but put them down to how exhausted she was.”

Paola never had especially loud visions, that was more my bag, so I can imagine how much it would upset her. “Why was she so exhausted?” I ask quietly, already knowing the answer.

“She’s been getting Called pretty much every night for a while now … as have I. It’s strange, even by our standards, no?”

“It is, and it’s been the same with me. I just got back from London.” I ponder telling her about Luca, but something stops me—some old instinct, a basic lack of trust. The same vibe that’s kept me alone and isolated for so long.

“What’s wrong with Paola?” I ask instead.

She sniffles, and her voice is thick but coherent. “She was drained, almost completely, and thrown from a third-story window. Head injury. She was lucky that someone happened to be passing outside and called the paramedics. She’s been transferred to a private hospital, and I’m going to head there soon.” Donatella blows out a heavy breath before continuing. “I just need some sleep first. I feel like I haven’t slept for so long. Even when I do, they’re always there, you know? Poking and prodding and … I don’t know, this sounds ridiculous, but it’s as though they’re mocking me.”

I nod even though she can’t see me. “Yeah, I do know. There’s something going on here, Donatella, something we aren’t seeing. There’s got to be a bigger picture, and we’re not putting the pieces together. I’m so sorry about Paola. I know how much she means to you. If anyone can pull through, it’s her.”

That much is true—Paola is far and away the most physically strong and skilled of all of us. For this to happen to her must mean she faced a supremely superior vamp or was ambushed by a group of them. Like the “allies” Luca told me Kurt had amassed.

“Thank you, my friend—and I know you are right. She will be okay. I’m just … Well, I’m tired. And scared. And sad. And I’m really not used to feeling any of those things.” Her petulant tone forces a smile to my lips.

Donatella has always loved her life, and it’s something I envy about her. Now, she’s experiencing a hint of the pain that has marred mine from my girlhood, and it’s reassuring that she’s responding in character.

“I get it. And I think we need to be careful, Donna—now there are only two of us and a lot more of them. I know it goes against all of our instincts to resist the Call, but maybe we need to try.”

Even as I say it, I know how torturous that will be for us—like having a fierce itch and being unable to scratch it. Like trying to sleep with your eyes pinned open.

“Mmm, I think you’re right. I’ve also been talking to Papa, and he thinks we need to convene the Vecchissime to discuss it. He’s going to speak to Tomasso.”

At the mention of my grandfather’s name, I stiffen. We have what you might call a complicated relationship, and the thought of turning to him for protection fills me with horror. I decide I will talk to Pietro first. At least I like him.

“Okay. Uh, before you go … Have you ever dealt with any of the Coscas? What do you know about them?”

I can practically hear her mental gears shifting. “A little,” she replies after a few moments. “The basics—they were formed by Old World vamps. The structure is half family, half military. Historic allegiances to Italian cities, bases in the States, Mexico, Europe. They run the human Mafia from behind the scenes and control all supernatural organized crime … They own clubs, people, whole countries in some cases. Drugs—human and super. They all seem to run construction firms and have a line in creating new IDs for vamps who want to blend. Blood products, human servants, witches for hire, even shifters for sale if you believe the rumors.”

She’s already told me more than I knew before, which is typical Donatella—the “airhead” who knows everything. I am surprised at the shifter thing though. It’s incredibly hard to control a being who can change form—I mean, can you imagine trying to cage a mosquito or tame a polar bear? Maybe that’s where the witches come in. They are the most powerful of all of us, and if they wanted to, they could be some kind of master race. Luckily, most of them are more concerned with burning herbs and praying to Gaia.

“And have you dealt with any of them yourself—like, personally?”

“Once,” she says. “I was Called to Lahore. There was a vamp there who’d been kidnapping women, usually sex workers, and was keeping them chained in his basement. When I got there, he was already dusted, and a group of males from the Venezia Cosca were cleaning up. Admittedly, their version of cleaning up was killing off the women who survived captivity, but it was too late to stop that. And they were quite polite about it.”

“Polite?” I repeat, choking on an inappropriate laugh.

“Yeah, polite. Kind of gentlemanly actually. They were thugs, but hot thugs who’d been raised right, you know? But why are you asking me this? What have the Coscas got to do with anything?”

“No real reason.” I quickly invent a story to assuage her suspicions. “I was just going through some records at Tomasso’s house and realized there was a gap in my knowledge.”

Her silence suggests that she doesn’t quite believe me, but I suppose she’s too upset about Paola to give me the usual interrogation. But it’s best to get her off the phone before she changes her mind. “I’ve got to go, but promise me you’ll be careful out there, okay? And give my love to Paola. Coma or not, you’ve got to believe that she can still hear you.”

We make our farewells, and I sit for a little while longer on my pretty balcony, soaking up the sun. I’d hate to be a vampire and miss all of this.

I turn over what Donatella said in my mind, then stand up, ready to rock. I’ve put it off for too long. I need to go see Tomasso.
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CHAPTER 7
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LUCA

“Minerva says what?” I thunder.

“She says maybe you’re linked by a blood spell, Boss,” Matteo repeats.

“What the hell does that even mean? And why don’t I know about it? And how the fuck do I break it?” I slam my hand down on the table as I speak, and the wooden legs splinter and break under the pressure. Shit.

“Don’t shoot the messenger, all right? I told her what was happening with you—and yeah, before you ask, we were careful, and Vincenzo has no clue—and she did that thing where she looks all wistful, like she might float off into the ether, and then she said it might be a blood spell. Cast back when you were transformed. And then we went for ice cream at that new gelateria off Madison. Their pistachio sundae is to die for.”

I roll my eyes and snap back, “And what the fuck makes you think I’m interested in ice cream right now?”

“Nothing. I just thought you needed a minute to process. She says if it was a powerful enough spell, and if it was done well and long enough ago, you wouldn’t know it was there until something happened to trigger it.”

“You mean I might have been carrying this thing around with me my whole life? Like some kind of fucking parasite?”

“I suppose so. But she wasn’t certain, just to be clear. She said she’d need to have you in front of her and to taste your blood to know for sure. But it would explain a lot, wouldn’t it?”

I suppose it would, I think, standing up and kicking the broken table out of my way. I’m in a hotel on the Magnificent Mile in Chicago, and despite the cost of the place, their furniture is for shit.

I’m here because this is where my slippery little Seer went. I don’t have her exact location yet, but it’s only a matter of time. Don Vincenzo was not happy in the slightest when I called to tell him she’d escaped. He was silent, which is always a bad sign with him—that’s when he is most dangerous.

“How disappointing,” he finally said, acid dripping from every word. “I expected better from you. Find her and do as you have been ordered—or I might forget my loyalties. You understand?”

I understood. Loyalty is a huge deal in our world. Yeah, we have to be loyal to him—that’s a big part of it—but he is also loyal to us. Despite his viciousness, his cruelty, his vices, Vincenzo looks after us all in his own way. He gives us a safe haven, a home, his protection—although from where I’m standing, none of it feels remotely safe. If Vincenzo withdraws his support, it will mean I’m an open target—an unmade man. It means all the enemies I’ve accrued over the centuries—and there are a shitload of them—will come for me. They’ll know that there will be no reprisal from the Firenzes. I might survive it; I might not.

That’s not even the worst of it. Vincenzo could simply choose to kill me. I belong to him, and if he decides to, he can end me wherever I stand. Long-distance murder. Fuck.

My mood turning darker, I hang up on Matteo and look around for something to break. The dainty teacup shatters into a million shards against the wall, and they rain down onto the thick carpet. Pathetic little things were useless to me anyway.

It’s morning, so it will remain light outside for several more hours. I pace the room, feeling trapped in every way.

A blood spell? Could that be a thing? The thought of something being inside me—controlling me—without my knowledge is driving me wild. I have little enough free will in this world as it is. I was sold into the Firenze family when I was still in the womb, and it’s the only life I’ve ever known. I hate it, but I need it. The structure, the meaning it gives my life … It’s all I’ve ever had.

Apart from Isabella, and that was … a mistake. A mistake she paid for with her suffering and, eventually, her life.

And now I find out that some bullshit witchy woo-woo has been messing with my mind all this time. It’s too fucking much.

I hate witches. Not on a personal level—Minnie can be a lot of fun—but I hate the whole idea of them and their creepy power. There were a lot of them around before I was transformed, and any one of them could have done this to me.

That’s not much help though, because I can’t remember any of it. Can’t remember what it felt like to be a regular human kid—playing outside, needing sleep, being innocent. That person, and all their memories, died when I was turned. I’ve always assumed it was some kind of mental glitch.

Not all vamps forget their human existence when they change, and it’s kind of sad to see them try to cling to their old lives, their families, their friends—it destroys them, and in most cases, it also destroys those they love. Nothing like a goodnight kiss that turns into a bloodbath to sever those ties.

But me, I don’t remember a scrap. Everything I know about my life back then is based on what I was told by the woman who created me—or at least the me I am now. Giulia is long gone, and I know that for sure because I killed her. I tore her head off and set it aflame as her body tried to crawl back toward it. Vincenzo ordered her death, and it was no hardship. I hated her more than I have ever hated anyone or anything.

But for the first time since her fortunate demise, I wish she were around so I could ask her questions. So I could torture the truth out of her. The witches arrived en masse in the early 1600s, with their herbs and chants and all-powerful magic. They can control all of us—vamps, shifters, fae, every other supernatural dreg—if they want to. They don’t, but things had gotten so bad at that stage that they stepped in.

The legend—and that’s all it is to most of us—goes that an especially bloodthirsty group of vamps was roaming all over Europe. They started in Hungary and basically killed their way through the whole continent. Raping, pillaging, tearing out the throats of young virgins—all that ye olde bygone days stuff. Even the other vampires knew it had to stop because the whole region was at risk of being depopulated, which would have meant losing our food source. Plus, a lot of our kind were meeting their end at the hands of overzealous hunters staking everything in sight.

The witches were called there by the Vecchissime, the old families. The not-quite-humans blessed with their own longevity and special powers. Some were Seers, others Healers. Many were Makers—inventors and artists. They were a large part of why Renaissance Italy was famed for its painters, sculptors, and writers.

The Bargain was struck, and the deal was sealed by the witches. And on the whole, it has held for all these long years. We’re still here; the humans are still here; the Vecchissime are still here. I can’t say I’ve given it a lot of thought—it’s just the way things are.

The Bargain was signed in blood, and my transformation took place hours before that unbreakable spell was forged. From what Minnie is saying, it might not have been the only spell forged—but why? Why bother with me, a baby vamp back then? And why link me to the Capelli Seer, who wouldn’t be born until a couple centuries later?

None of it makes any sense. Except …

Something clicked into place when Matteo said those words, like a key fitting into a lock.

It explains so much. Why everything changed when we met. How my body responded to her. It went far beyond lust. I’ve fucked enough people in my life to know what that feels like.

With her, it went deeper. I was gripped by a primal need to possess her, to devour her. To protect her. To give myself to her, body and soul, and let her take me as completely as I would take her.

Even thinking about her in my arms makes me hard. The way her tits felt crushed up against me, the little mewling sounds she made. Her hair wrapped around my fist, the pale skin of her throat glistening in the moonlight.

Groaning, I head for the shower. I need to release the tension that’s been building inside me since I met her. I’ve been walking around with a hard-on for too long. I need to feel. To imagine her mouth on my cock, my tongue inside her pussy, my hands holding her down while I fuck every hole she has. I’m raging with it, and I can’t think straight. I need to find her. Or I need to find a way to persuade her come to me. But first, I need to come.

Blood spell! Fuck, I really hate witches.
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CHAPTER 8
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ROSA

My grandfather Tomasso lives in a huge house out by a lake. Well, it’s less of a house, more of a compound. Set on a dozen acres of land, the central mansion is equipped with a pool and gym and is surrounded by four other homes where staff and my brother Pietro live. The property is enclosed within huge walls that curve outward to make them hard to scale. As a kid, I tried repeatedly. One of the many reasons why Tomasso despaired of me—I never met a rule I didn’t want to break.

As I get cleared by the guy in the security hut at the gate, it strikes me, and not for the first time, that Tomasso takes an awful lot of precautions for a man in his position.

Sure, he’s rich—he made his current fortune in banking—but he doesn’t move in especially dangerous circles. No vampire would dare to touch him as he is the son of Alberto Capelli, one of the original founders of the Bargain. And no human would have any reason to come after him beyond the usual hatred reserved for bankers.

Yet as long as I’ve been alive, he has been surrounded by a small army. Like me, he’s had to take steps to protect himself from the curiosity of the purely human world wondering why a man like him has lived so long.

He’s had different residences, different names, and always maintained an air of mystique. He was working from home before it was a thing. But this place has remained a constant, along with the steely-eyed men he employs.

Maybe it’s simply that he’s seen too much and lost too much to ever abandon his sense of caution. Or maybe he’s an egotistical dick who has to pay people to be near him.

He hates the fact that I don’t live here with them and regularly tries to bully me into moving in. He cites the loss of my parents and siblings as a good reason to be under his protection—and for protection, read “thumb.”

“Your mama and papa wanted to be independent too, Rosa,” he’ll say. “And look where that got them—dead, and your poor sisters gone as well.” Yeah, he’s a real sensitive guy, my grandfather.

Some Makers are creative, others analytical and practical, but as the name implies, they are all hyper-productive. Only instead of art or inventions, Tomasso has made one thing: money. Which tells you everything you need to know about him.

Truth is I’d have to be dead myself to live anywhere close to him. I would prefer a different city, but Chicago is my home, and he will not take that from me. The house where my family burned is long gone, destroyed in the same blaze, but at least I get to visit the street. To remember them. To look at the family who lives in the home that was rebuilt there and enjoy the sight of their children playing in the front yard the same way Serena and I used to.

I stay in Chicago for that and many other reasons, and I avoid Tomasso whenever possible. He is the only man who has ever hit me—not counting vamps in a fight, of course.

My parents were both Healers, gentle souls full of compassion. It’s a miracle they managed to stay that way living in his orbit.

Tomasso is the opposite. He is stern and domineering, and he thinks everyone should dance to his tune and no other. The first time he caught me trying to scale these walls, he dragged me by my hair into his office, bent me over his chair, and whipped me with his belt.

I screamed and cried and bled, but it made no difference to him. He said I had to learn a lesson. I was seven at the time, and the experience left me traumatized. My parents only ever gave me love—he only ever gave me discipline.

My mama was furious, and we didn’t see him for weeks afterward. Then, something shifted. I don’t know what happened, but soon enough we were back there in our Sunday best, all frilly frocks and shiny shoes, playing the happy family.

It never stopped, the discipline—but I did stop whining to my parents about it. It was clear they weren’t going to be able to cut him out of our lives, maybe didn’t even want to. Families are complicated as fuck. But every time I broke one of his rules—stole chocolate, snuck out, watered down his whiskey; whatever, the sins changed as I got older—he would do the same. The belt or his hand or, on one occasion when I really pushed his buttons, his fists.

It got so that I started to push his buttons on purpose, some kind of grim death wish urging me to see how far I could stretch his patience. It might have been attention-seeking behavior. He was indifferent to Angela once it was clear she was a Healer like our parents, but he adored my twin sister. Serena could do no wrong in his eyes. And I could do no right.

I pull up directly outside the house instead of driving around to the small parking lot at the back because it seems I still haven’t matured—and if it hasn’t happened by now, it probably never will.

Pietro opens the door himself as I approach, and that at least makes me crack a smile. My brother arrived in the family ten years after Serena and me, and although he is now into his second century, he doesn’t look a day over twenty-one. His hair is a sandy brown, his eyes a shade darker, and his smile is the only extraordinary thing about his usefully ordinary face.

“Hey sis.” He pulls me in for a hug. “Long time no see. You okay?”

“Fine and dandy. Is the old goat home?”

Pietro tenses at my tone. For him, our grandfather is mother and father rolled into one. This is where we moved after the fire, and Tomasso was largely responsible for raising my baby brother.

I don’t remember much about that time in our lives other than pain, sorrow, and loneliness. I shut myself off physically and emotionally, and when my grandfather forced me out of my room and into the world, I never quite stepped out of my own mental cage.

I let Pietro down, pure and simple, and while I wasn’t there for him, Tomasso was. That earns the old goat a few points in my book, no matter how much he winds me up.

“Sorry,” I add, stroking his arm and giving him an aw-shucks smile. “It’s been a wild few days. I’m all out of whack and forgot my manners.”

“Yeah,” he says, laughing. “Because you’re normally such a lady. And yes, the old goat is home. We’ve just been talking about what happened to Paola. Come join us.”

I follow my brother through to Tomasso’s office, the first place he ever beat me. I am a grown-ass woman now, and he hasn’t laid a hand on me since the day I told him I’d kill him if he did. He laughed and sounded genuinely amused as he told me it was about time I fought back. Like it had all been some kind of test, a sick game between us, played purely to toughen me up.

I fight down a shudder as I walk into the room. The old-fashioned drinks tray sits stocked with cut crystal decanters. No matter the time of day, it’s always gloomy in here thanks to the dark wood paneling and heavy velvet drapes hanging red and dense over the windows. If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was the kind of room an Old World Cosca vamp would run his evil crime empire from.

Except, of course, having recently been up close and personal with one of those, I realize the only thing I know about them is that I know nothing. I close down the image of Luca that comes unbidden and ignore the strangest of feelings—missing him.

My grandfather is situated behind his desk, and as is traditional—as is demanded—I walk behind it and drop a perfunctory kiss on his papery cheek. He’s starting to look old now, his once-olive skin tinged with yellow and deep furrows and wrinkles marring his strong features. His hair is still thick and full but completely white. In the normal world, he’d be pegged as a fit and active senior in his eighties. In ours, he’s into his fourth century and reaching the natural end of his life.

“Hey Nonno.” I move back around the mahogany monstrosity he works at and settle into the window seat.

“Rosa. You are well?”

“Better than Paola Bianchi,” I say simply. The sooner we get down to business, the sooner I can leave.

He nods and taps his fingernails on the surface of his desk. “Yes. It is a terrible thing. Did you know she was pregnant?”

My stomach lurches. Donatella didn’t mention anything about that. Maybe Donna didn’t know. Or maybe she didn’t trust me enough to tell me—which is fair, given how much distance I’ve kept between us. Between me and everyone.

“That’s … God, that’s so sad. Is the baby …?”

“It didn’t survive. Which is a tragedy not only on a human level, but especially for the Vecchissime. Paola herself may or may not come out of it, but if she does, she’s likely to be compromised. It would be understandable if she were reluctant to go back to work. Regardless, for the time being, we are down to only two Seers.” There’s a faint sneer on his face as he looks me up and down, and I mentally add the line he isn’t saying: “And one of them is you.”

I stay silent. Nothing good can come of anything I want to say. He’s right; it is an issue. And in his mind, something as trivial as an actual flesh-and-blood woman losing her unborn child would not matter at all. He will pay lip service to it, but beneath the surface-level civility, he will only be strategizing about what it means for us.

Vecchissime women live as long as the men. We reach adolescence at the normal human stage and mature in the ordinary way until we are around thirty in real time. After that, everything starts to slow down—we do age, but so gradually that you have to be as ancient as Tomasso for it to really show. We are fertile between sixteen and about a hundred and fifty, a window where I still lie and Paola is at the tail end of. This may have been her last chance, and my heart aches for her.

Donatella is younger than both of us. She was born a decade or so after me and took over as Seer from her mama, Flavia. I can’t imagine Donatella with a baby, but who knows?

Personally, I’ve never wanted children—never felt that urge. I figure it has something to do with what happened to my family and the damage that losing my twin in particular did to me, but it’s possible I was born without the maternal gene. Maybe Serena got my share. She was always playing with dolls, cooing over babies, and talking about what she’d call her own children.

I know where this conversation is going, and he doesn’t disappoint.

“It’s part of your duty, Rosa,” he says sternly. “Without Paola, we are even more at risk. You must have a child.”

“Right. Well, just so you know, if I did, I’d call her Buffy—but I’m not. Pietro can do it. He can pop out ten babies and see if any of them are Seers. I’ll be the best auntie in the whole damn world.”

Pietro stiffens. They must have already had this conversation. Nobody really understands the science behind it, but all Seers are female, and for some reason, apart from a handful of exceptions, Seers only come from the maternal line.

“Sis, you know I don’t mind putting in the practice,” my baby brother says. “But you also know the chances are better if it’s you.”

“I am not an incubator,” I snap. Getting grief from Tomasso is one thing, but I expect better from Pietro. He’s been well and truly brainwashed. “I do my job, and I do it to the best of my abilities—and yeah, no need to point it out, I know I’m dogshit in your eyes, Nonno. But I do it, and I will keep on doing it, and I will save as many people as I can. But I am not presenting you with the next generation of malocchio!”

Tomasso surges to his feet and slams his hands down on the desk. “Don’t use that word! That word does not belong on your lips. And if I say you will bear a child, you will bear a child!”

I hate myself for flinching, but I can’t help it. This man has always had the power to frighten me, and his advancing years haven’t changed that.

Fury pretty much radiates from him in shimmering waves at this point, and although I keep the belligerent look on my face, inside I am shriveling. Inside, I am still a child, wondering when he’s going to bend me over that desk and beat me with his belt.

I take a couple deep breaths before speaking again. “I’m going to leave now. I came here hoping to have a productive conversation about our situation, but here I am again, wondering how to smash the patriarchy and still have the energy left to fight vampires. Before I go … Do you know someone named Kurt?”

Tomasso does not respond. Not even a flicker of recognition crosses his stony features, and he stays perfectly still. Why would he need to work so hard at looking neutral if he has nothing to hide? What the hell is going on? I sneak a glance at Pietro and find him studiously staring down at his manicured fingernails.

“No,” says Tomasso calmly. “Why?”

Tread carefully, I tell myself. Listen to your instincts here. Yes, these men are my family, but that doesn’t mean I can automatically trust them. They haven’t given me a reason not to—I dislike Tomasso intensely but have never doubted his commitment to me as a Seer. He has our backs when it comes to Vecchissime business.

But something is going on here.

“I met someone who mentioned the name is all,” I answer, going for nonchalance. “Just thought you might know him.” I pause for a moment before continuing. “You get, don’t you, that something else is going on here? All three of us have been getting Called repeatedly for a while now. I thought it was only me, but it was the others as well. And the thing with Paola … It could have been a coincidence. Maybe she was tired and made a mistake. But it could all be part of a bigger picture—a picture where the Seers are painted as victims.”

Tomasso waves his hands in dismissal and rolls his eyes like a teenager. Exasperated Vecchissime elder is a look I’m intimately familiar with.

“Fairy tales, Rosa. Paranoia. Yes, I have heard from the Agostinis, heard their reports of increased activity. And what happened to Paola is terrible. But have you yourself actually felt at risk? Felt like your life was under threat?”

I give the question some genuine thought. Yes, I’ve been exhausted and run ragged by the constant Calls. I have faced big vamps, strong vamps, and some really stupid vamps—but were any of them a true threat to me? Did I ever feel like any one of them could take me?

Not alone. And not without me making a huge mistake. The only time I felt a moment of terror was when Luca da Firenze held me to him, twisted my hair around his fist, and bared my throat while I lingered at the edge of orgasm instead of fighting him. That was one moment when my life hung in the balance.

“No,” I say to Tomasso. Luca is not something to be discussed in this room. “No, I could always cope—but clearly Paola couldn’t, and who’s to know that I won’t falter like she did. This is a situation, Tomasso, a bad one. Instead of nagging me to turn into a broodmare, maybe you should be looking at what’s going on and who’s behind it.”

His laugh is a joyless sound. “Oh, I will, tesorina. Believe me, I will.”

I’ve said what I came here to say. If we were different people, if we had a different relationship, maybe I would stay longer. If I had a different life altogether, maybe I would have a grandfather I could grab a coffee with and talk to about Luca. About Serena. About my life.

But we are who we are, and I learned long ago not to appear vulnerable in front of this man.

Without saying goodbye, I walk out of his office and out of the house, Pietro on my heels. He follows me out to my car and grabs my arm as I click the button on the key fob.

I shake him off. “What the fuck, Pietro? Why do you stay here with him? Why do you always take his side?”

He is Tomasso’s lackey when he could have been his own man, and it breaks my heart. He’s a Maker, a genius—he’s made fortunes designing software. He could live anywhere, do anything. Instead, he chose this. To become Tomasso’s little errand boy.

“Cut it out, Rosa. We’re not kids anymore. There is only one side, and he’s always on ours. And I stay here with him because it’s my home—he’s my family. I was six when they died. Six! I barely remember them, and it’s not like you stepped in to fill the void. You shut yourself off, even when I came crying to you for comfort. The only person who was there for me was Tomasso, so maybe get off your fucking high horse and listen to him!”

My own temper flares—not least because he has struck a nerve. He’s right, and that hurts. I did let him down. But he doesn’t know all of it.

He doesn’t understand how it feels, carrying this guilt. Carrying the knowledge that if I didn’t swap places with my twin that night, she’d still be alive. He doesn’t understand how it feels to have seen her afterward, when I broke into the mortuary to say goodbye. When I saw her gorgeous hair burned away, leaving singed fuzz on her blistered red scalp. When I saw her face contorted in agony, her mouth frozen open in a silent scream.

Once that image was lodged in my mind—of my sweet, amazing twin sister desperately scratching at a locked door while flames engulfed her—something changed inside me. Something vital shut down for the sake of my sanity. I mourned them all, but when I lost Serena, I lost a part of myself.

So yes, I let him down. I let everyone down. Apparently that’s what I do.

“I’m not having a kid, Pietro—I mean it. The world doesn’t need another me.”
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ROSA

Ispend the rest of the day in a kind of limbo, lurching from thinking too much to not thinking at all as I sprint around Grant Park and lock myself in my gym to kick the shit out of inanimate objects. I speak briefly to Donatella and find out that there is no change in Paola’s condition.

I don’t mention the baby, and neither does she. I am tormented by the image of Paola, vulnerable and weak when she has always been so vital and strong. She would have been a great mother, and the world is a sadder place for the loss of her child, Seer blood or no.

Donna says the family is devastated, not thinking clearly, too bound up in their grief to answer questions. Nobody knows what she faced in Cairo or why it all went so wrong. Too much time has elapsed to have a hope in hell of tracking them, and Paola doesn’t look like she’s going to wake up and tell us the whole story anytime soon.

Apparently she’s hooked up to a million tubes, and a vent is doing her breathing for her. The Vecchissime’s best Healers have been sent to her, but there’s still no change.

For now though, if she’s aware of what’s going on, she’s in a world of hurt. I hope she doesn’t. I hope that for now, as she physically recovers, she is blissfully ignorant of what is happening to her. Of what happened to her precious baby.

I spend some time doing light research on the Coscas, surfing sites on the dark web and discovering that basically nobody knows much at all. They’re doing a bang-up job of keeping a low profile, and Luca da Firenze as an individual simply doesn’t exist. I expected nothing more, but I’m still disappointed.

I run myself a bubble bath and rest my weary body in the hot water, looking for respite. I would like to talk to him again. I have questions—like, a million of them—and nobody to ask. If I were more sociable, more open to the other families and to our culture, I’d have resources—wise friends I could call or elders to pump for information.

If I were more like Donatella and less like, well, me, then I wouldn’t be so alone in this.

I should have asked for his number, I think as I swirl the bubbles around with my toes. Followed him on Insta. The ridiculous concept of Luca having Instagram amuses me, and I take the opportunity to force my thoughts away from the multitude of stressors in my life. I’ve been around for long enough to know that no matter what’s going on in the world, the brain is like any other muscle—overusing it causes pain and injury.

What I could really do with is sex. Toe-curling, spine-tinglingly good sex. As I towel myself dry, I toy with the idea of scrolling through one of the hookup apps I subscribe to, but it won’t help. The only person my body seems to associate with sex right now is him. He is gone, but not forgotten. I still have faint bruises around my jaw from where he grabbed me, visible now that my makeup is cleaned off.

My hand goes to my face, touches the tender spots. How can I want to screw someone who did this to me? It goes against every instinct and principle I have, yet I can’t deny that it’s true. He marked not only my face, but my soul, and I don’t understand it.

I clamber into bed and flick on the TV to reruns of True Blood. The irony is not lost on me. It’s an entertaining if misleading show. Few vampires are as hot as Eric and Bill. Although he blows them both out of the water.

Sometime later—I have no idea exactly when—I wake up. While I’m still asleep. Yeah, it’s complicated.

I can feel the sheets on my body and know that I physically remain cocooned in the safety of my own home. No light is filtering through the blinds, so it is still nighttime.

But my senses tell me that I am also somewhere else. Part of me is walking down a plushly carpeted hotel corridor. I get into an elevator and know which button to press.

The other me blinks and emerges from the elevator. Stands in front of a door, staring at the white wood, deciding whether to knock.

I am in both places at once, perfectly balanced between the two—it is like the visions I get when I’m being Called, but without the usual danger flare of heat from my amulet. Sleeping me reaches up to touch the gold heart-shaped charm. It is still there, and it is cool.

So, I process calmly, I am having a vision. A different kind of vision. I’m usually hitching a ride in the mind of a vamp, seeing what they see, using those visual prompts to find them, looking for road signs and landmarks. But this time, I seem to be hitching a ride in my own mind. It’s odd. I glance down from the white door, see the yoga pants and tank top I fell asleep in. Yep. I’m definitely having a vision of … me? What the fuck?

I breathe in, expecting nothing—my visions don’t expand beyond sight and sound.

This time, I scent everything: an empty wine bottle left outside one of the rooms, flowers in a vase at the end of the hallway, the leftover trace of perfume. And under all of that—underlying it all—is him. Old wood, dark spice, all male.

I look around, confused. Is this a good old-fashioned sex dream? If so, I am totally up for it. I’ve been like a bitch in heat since I met him, and maybe this is my mind’s way of letting me have my cake and fuck it. All of the fun without any of the danger or moral ambiguity? Yes, please.

Except … This doesn’t feel like a dream. Everything is too real, too in the moment. The sign on the wall behind me details the fire safety plan. The rallying point is outside, opposite the lobby of the Grand Bellway Hotel. That’s where I am—or where part of me is, anyway. I’m outside room 809 of the Grand. And every particle of my body tells me that he is inside room 809 of the Grand.

Don’t be shy. The voice speaks directly into my mind. Come on in, bella. Or are you too scared?

It’s his voice—kind of hazy, but still perfectly clear. Nobody ever speaks to me in my visions. I see them, but they don’t see me. It’s a one-way street, and that’s how I like it.

What does this mean? How is he doing this? Is it some kind of Old World vamp trick nobody ever told me about? And did he just call me scared?

To my surprise, I meet no resistance when I twist the handle and open the door. The suite is all traditional charm and chintz, with floral drapes and an over-stuffed couch, a little wooden table holding a delicate teacup and sugar lumps in a tiny bowl. There’s a shard of porcelain on the floor, and I assume that once upon a time there was more than one teacup.

I stroll toward the door that will lead to the bedroom, senses on full alert but amulet still inactive. So either the damn thing is due for service, or I’m not in any danger.

I have the strangest split second as I hover there, caught between the two worlds, safe in my own bed and on the verge of seeing his. In both worlds, I am gripped by a driving curiosity that tells me there is only one way forward.

I open the door.

He is lying on the bed, white sheets tugged down to his hips, covering the bare essentials but showing enough to make my breath hiss. Golden tattooed skin, a ripped torso covered with dark hair that trails in a downward arrow. He stretches languorously, flexing his biceps toward the ceiling with his arms cradling his head. There’s a knowing smile on his face as he watches my reaction. He will have picked up on it all—the sudden spike in my pulse, the throb of need between my legs.

He can see me as well as speak to me. All the rules are being broken, and I feel a heady mix of fear and liberation. This is completely wrong, but it feels perfectly right.

He could have been waiting for me by the door and ambushed me. He could have me pinned down, helpless. He could have killed me. Like I said, all the rules are being broken—if he hurt me here, would it hurt my physical form too?

He hasn’t done any of those things, though. The fact that he is lying there, displaying himself to me, giving me a choice, is a complete mind-fuck. He knows I want him, and he’s giving me the chance to take him. Or is this all some kind of trick? Some kind of power game?

I stay by the doorway, keeping my distance.

“What’s going on? How are you in my head?” I ask, proud that I don’t stumble over my words.

“Wake up. Find me. Then I’ll tell you. Or come to bed, and I’ll show you.” He runs a large hand down his chest, then lower, down toward the sheets. The fabric slides lower. Lower. I am pulled forward, desperate to feel his skin beneath my fingers, burning with an emptiness that I need him to fill.

I sit on the side of the bed and drink in the bulk of his shoulders, the curve of his lips, the look in his silver-ringed eyes. The look that tells me exactly what he wants to do to me.

He sits up, and the sheets pooled in his lap do nothing to hide his arousal. “Touch me,” he commands, his gaze never leaving mine. “Take hold of my cock and feel how hard I am for you.”

Fuck. That body. Those eyes. Is this some kind of charm? Is it even real? I don’t think I care, not when he talks to me in that tone. My life is complicated. Exhausting. I face a million life-and-death decisions every damn day. How good would it feel to let go and do as I’m told for a change? Especially when he’s telling me to do something I already want.

I reach out and lay my hand on the sheets. Hesitant at first, but then I really feel it. God, he’s enormous. Thick and swollen and long. And perfect. My fingers move up and down, and he lets out a puff of breath. I can see the effort it takes for him to stay still as I explore him, his cock getting harder beneath my touch.

The moment his control slips, there is one brief pulse of heat from my amulet. It fades as quickly as it comes, and it is nothing at all compared to the heat in my own body.

He grabs the back of my head, pulls me roughly toward him, and claims my lips with his. It is not soft, gentle, or sensual—it is raw, scary, and thrilling. His tongue invades, and his mouth steals my breath. He pulls away for a moment, swears, and in a move so fast our limbs are a blur, drags me onto the bed.

He climbs on top of me and pins my wrists over my head with one hand. Shadows play across the planes and curves of his face as he stares down at me, his cock pressed hard against me. It hits the sweet spot, and despite the yoga pants I’m wearing, heat builds when he thrusts. Wrapping my legs around his back, I tug him closer and grind on him, wishing my hands were free so I could claw at the muscled expanse of his back. So I could glory in the ripple of sinew as he growls and slams into me.

His mouth moves to my neck, and at first it is nothing but a whisper of lips on my skin. His grip around my wrists tightens, and he goes still, his hips pressed to mine. I take over, desperate to keep that delicious friction building, so close to coming. Zero to sixty in one minute.

“Be still,” he snarls, squeezing my fingers so hard it sends a blast of pain through already tingling nerve endings. “Put your legs down. Do. Not. Move.”

He might as well have told me not to breathe, but I do my best. I tremble underneath him but keep my body flat on the bed.

He trails kisses along my neck, hot and unhurried and so damn good, and expertly grinds into my pussy, making me want to scream. With slow, circular motions, he pushes himself against me, each touch hitting my clit, building up the sensation, keeping me on the edge but never letting me tumble over it.

Keeping me pinned, Luca raises his head from my neck and grins at me in the darkness. It is a feral grin that promises exquisite torture for as long as I can stand it. Using his free hand, he tears my T-shirt from my body and tugs one side of my bra down. He toys with my breast, running those long fingers around the sensitive flesh, squeezing my nipple into a peak, all the while continuing that grinding circular motion.

His mouth closes over my nipple, and sweet Jesus, he sucks on it. I want to grab his hair, urge him on, scratch his skin, scream for him to stop, beg him to carry on. My pussy weeps, wet and empty and clenched. I need him inside me.

“Please,” I murmur as he ravages my breast. “Please …”

All the blood in my body rushes from one zone to another, leaving me lightheaded and bewildered. If I wasn’t already lying down, I’d fall.

He nips at the peak, not hard enough to break the skin, though I wouldn’t care if he did. He can do whatever he likes with me if it makes me feel like this.

His head comes away from my breast, and he wraps his hand around my throat. The look on his face—pure predator—should terrify me. I should be afraid—but I’m not. I am a needy little slut who really wants this man to fuck her to hell and back.

“I need both my hands to use on you,” he says, voice graveled with need. “If I let go, will you stay still? Or do I need to tie you up?” As he says the words, he grinds into my groin and stays there, buried as deep into me as he can be while I’m still wearing clothes.

The image of being bound and at his mercy sends a flood of moisture to my core, and he smiles darkly, knowing exactly how my body is reacting to his words and actions.

“Ah. You like that idea, huh? Little miss tough and sassy gets wet at the thought of some bondage, does she? You want me to tie you up, Rosa? Let you hang from a hook while I fuck you? While I spank you? You want to be helpless while I slide my cock inside your ass? You want to scream for me—you want to feel the pleasure and the pain?”

He puts his mouth right by my ear and whispers, “You want me to bite you, bella?”

Lord help me, I do. I want all of that and more. I am in deep trouble, and I have zero interest in getting out of it. I never knew trouble could feel this good.

“Another time. When we have some toys and more space, I’ll make you come so many times you’ll beg me to stop. For now, I’m setting you free—leave the arms right where they are. I want to see you spread out for me. I want to get my fingers wet. You move, I stop. Understand?”

I nod, and he lets go of my wrists. They’re sore, and my instinct is to rub them, but I remember what he said. I move, he stops.

He sits up, straddling me, and fixes me with a questioning look. When he sees that I stay still—apart from the tremors—he nods. “Good girl.”

In any other circumstance, I’d likely slap someone who called me that, but when the words slip from his mouth, the walls of my core flutter.

“A good girl and a bad man …” he murmurs, pulling my bra away from me so my chest is completely exposed. He runs his eyes over my breasts and sighs, slides his hands up my sides toward them, then cups each one in a strong hand as he hovers above me. He gives each nipple a pinch, a slow twisting torture that should hurt but doesn’t. Or maybe it does and I like it. I’m so confused, and I have no clue what is going on in my body. I only know that I love this, even if that means I might wake up with a self-worth problem.

“You’re thinking too much, Rosa.” He leans down to kiss my neck again. My god. The touch of those lips is unbelievable, and I twist my head to one side so he can have better access to more of me. He grazes his fangs against my skin, and I feel a sharp scratch. Only a scratch—and it’s not enough. I want to feel more of him; I want him to sink into me in every way possible. I thrust my hips, desperate for release, needing to come.

He raises himself up so he’s straddling my thighs, and the heat starts to fade as soon as the steady pressure of his cock is taken away from me. “I told you, bella—if you move, I stop.”

“I’m sorry!” I cry, my voice so ragged I don’t recognize it. “I couldn’t help it. Please, please … Don’t stop.”

“Use my name, Rosa. I want you to acknowledge exactly who you’re so desperate for right now.”

I gaze up at him. The solid bulk of his torso. The silver outline of the tattooed dragon. His enormous dick glistening with drops of pre-cum, thick and heavy and ready to rock my world.

“Luca,” I murmur breathlessly. “Luca da Firenze—please, don’t stop!”

He grins, his fangs flashing white, and he presses the heel of his palm to my groin. The pressure is mind-blowing, and I rub myself against him, trying to take what I need, incapable of staying still no matter what I’ve been told to do.

“Poor thing.” He grinds his hand into me, and my clit throbs beneath his touch. “You’re so close aren’t you? So wet …”

He moves his hand away, and actual tears sting the back of my eyes. Before I can growl my frustration, his hands are at the waistband of my yoga pants. He drags them down my hips and pulls them from my body, taking my panties with them. His eyes devour my pussy and he hisses, his expression dark. Scary. Irresistible.

“Spread your legs for me, little Seer. Let me look at you. Let me look at what’s mine.”

My trembling legs move apart, and he runs his hands up the insides of my thighs, kneading and stroking, driving me wild with need. I didn’t know legs could be erogenous zones. Hell, I didn’t know anything at all about sex if the way I feel now is any indication. Everything I’ve experienced before is forgotten in this sea of pleasure.

He uses his pointer finger on me, slowly trailing it along my needy flesh, probing and playing and eventually pulling my pussy lips apart. I am exposed and vulnerable and at the mercy of a man who I suspect doesn’t know the meaning of the word. And as he works that one long finger inside me, all I can do is shake with desire.

One finger—that’s all it takes for me to be lost. One finger thrusting deep inside me, his thumb circling the nub of my clit, building the exquisite pressure.

“You want more?” he asks as I liquefy beneath him.

I nod, having spent so long on the brink of orgasm that I’ve lost the power of speech.

He pushes another finger inside me, and I hear the slick sound of my own body as he does it. He pauses long enough for me to adjust, then adds a third. I am full of him, but I could be fuller—I want to be fuller. “More,” I mutter, my teeth chattering as I grind out the word.

“Greedy little girl, aren’t you?” He shakes his head. “But no—this is all you get for now. It’s all you need. I’m going to make you come. I’m going to make you scream. And when you open your eyes and see you’re not here with me, I want you to remember this—my fingers fucking your sweet little cunt. I want you to come here, to this room, and I want to make you scream all night long. Promise me, Rosa—promise me you’ll come to me. We need to talk. We need to fuck. We need each other.”

Thrashing my head up and down, I murmur my agreement and grip the sheets above my head as he responds by slamming in and out of me with his hand. Those long fingers hit a sweet spot inside me that I didn’t know existed. He keeps up the perfect pressure on my clit with his thumb and lets out a low, guttural growl as my walls clamp around his fingers.

He drives them inside me, his palm crashing into me with each thrust. He throws one of my legs over his shoulder to open me wider, and his arm becomes a blur of movement as he shoves in and out of me with superhuman speed, so hard I’m driven up the bed.

Part of me registers pain, realizes that I’m going to be sore, but I don’t care. I am on fire, and when his eyes meet mine, silver rings shining in the darkness, a wild expression of lust on his face, it is enough. I explode into a million tiny pieces and am bombarded by peak after peak of delicious pleasure. I tremble and jerk and spasm as it flows over me, every cell in my being alive and screaming.

It takes me several minutes to come down from the high. Minutes where I cannot speak or move or do anything other than lie there, quivering around his fingers, weak and wasted, my limbs made of water.

Luca smiles at the sound of his fingers coming out of me, and then he licks them clean one at a time while I squirm in embarrassment. The sheets under me are damp, and my thighs are soaked with the evidence of how much I enjoyed what he did to me. I will be asking myself some troubling questions later, but for now, all I can do is marvel at what he made me feel.

“What about … you?” I gaze at his huge cock, still fully erect and ready to go, and gulp, unsure if I’m capable of dealing with that monster right now but willing to try.

He laughs and drops down on top of me. His dick nudges against my entrance, intruding slightly into my damp core. Umm, yeah. I’m definitely willing to try.

But he rolls off me and scoops me into his arms, laying my head on his chest. His hand goes to my hair, stroking it away from my face, and he dusts kisses across my forehead before he speaks. “Not yet, carissima, not yet. But you remember your promise? You will come here, and we will talk.”

“Just talk?”

“It will begin with that. It will end with you calling my name while I fuck you so hard you can’t think straight.”

Oh. Wow. I shake my head, trying to clear my confusion. Trying to find myself again. It’s like following a thread through a maze of lust. Every turn I take seems to land me right back where I started—imagining this man fucking me so hard I can’t think straight.

“So,” I say, tracing the outline of the silver dragon wings on his chest. “Just to get this straight … I’m not really here? This is what, a vision? A dream? How did you get in my head?”

“We are bound together, Rosa. I simply reached out and found you. I will explain more when I see you in the flesh. I will give you what answers I can.”

“But … Well, look, I know dreams can be vivid. My visions too. But I’m pretty sure my flesh was involved in that little scene.”

“Delicious flesh,” he says, nipping sharply at my shoulder, “that I will very much enjoy exploring.” Pulling back a bit, he blows out a breath. “Honestly, I don’t have all the answers yet. I didn’t even know if this would work. But I needed to get through to you. All those things I said the other night? They’re true. You are at risk, and I’m here to keep you safe … If you’ll let me. Only you can decide that.”

He presses himself up on one arm, his shadow looming over me. “Now, it’s time for you to wake up, Rosa. I’ll see you soon.”
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ROSA

Ijerk upright, eyes wide, heart racing. My hands go flat to my sides, touching the familiar contours of my own bed. I let my vision adjust and spot the landmarks of my room—my mother’s silver hairbrush on the dresser, the door to the closet full of my clothes, the TV on the wall. The glass of water I left on my bedside table only … how long ago?

I check my phone. Jeez. Less than an hour ago. It’s not even one in the morning, and I feel like I’ve been on a roller coaster for days. I frown, wondering what the fuck just happened. A wet dream? Or something more than that?

I scan my body, looking for evidence. My nipples are tender, and my wrists have faint marks around them. I wince as I gently touch myself under the sheets. Yep, I think, feeling the sore, sticky place. This is the vajayjay of a woman who has been finger-fucked by a supernaturally strong and skilled Old World vampire. My thighs are still damp, and my poor darling clitoris is swollen and sensitive.

Fuck. I am so confused. I am quite clearly in my own bed. I have not left—there wasn’t enough time. But it’s also pretty clear that wasn’t a dream or any ordinary vision. Somehow, the bizarre connection between me and Luca allowed me to be in two places at once.

Luca … Although I’m alone now, I blush at the memory of how he made me say his name. As I remember the things he did to me. The way I gave up control to chase an orgasm.

I should be ashamed of myself. I should be terrified. I should be heading out to shove a stake in his heart for the way he dominated me.

And yet … I am none of those things. In fact, I am gently rubbing my aching clit, flooded with arousal at the mere memory.

I let out a frustrated yelp and pull my hand away. “Bad hand. Naughty hand. Behave yourself!”

I collapse back on the mattress and take deep breaths. I need to think with my head, not my hoo-ha.

Luca da Firenze managed to Call me in a way that allowed him to interact within my vision. It was not, by any stretch of the imagination, the usual ride. We could see each other, hear each other. Touch each other. Boy, could we touch each other. My fingers twitch, and I shove the naughty hand under my ass to keep it still.

I’ve never heard of a vamp being able to reciprocate the Call. I’ve never heard of a vision where both parties were aware and participating. Never would I have suspected that I could be connected to someone like this.

Again, I find myself high on questions and low on answers. Who’m I gonna call? Because I really don’t think the Ghostbusters have the knowledge I need.

The obvious answer is Tomasso—he’s been around forever, seen centuries go by, and known more vamps and Vecchissime than anyone else alive. But the thought of going to him, of telling him about this, makes my skin crawl.

I’ve never liked him, and we’ve always clashed, but if you’d asked me this time a week ago, I would have at least said that I trust him. That he’s family and has our best interests at heart. Now, some instinct tells me to tread cautiously. To think long and hard before I involve him in this.

Maybe I need to dump my pride and ask one of the other Vecchissime elders. The Lombardis were broken after the loss of Anna and are rarely seen in public, but from what I remember of the few times I met him, her father, Bruno, likes his books and is well-versed in supernatural history. I could give him a call tomorrow, throw my situation at him as a hypothetical. It’s also possible that Donatella could have some ideas. She picks up a lot if useful information as the gossip queen.

I climb out of bed, then sit on the edge and sip water. There’s no way I’m getting back to sleep now. Mentally, I’m too awake, too frustrated by my lack of knowledge. Too worried about how an Old World vamp I barely know managed to invade not only my mind, but my body as well.

I won’t be getting any rest until I have answers—answers he said he had. He promised to tell me what he knew, and for some reason I believe him. That vision wasn’t only a booty call. It was his way of letting me know where he is and how to reach him.

I glance over at the photo of me and Serena that I keep beside my bed. Photos weren’t common back then, and this one is singed at the corners. It’s a miracle it survived the fire, really. Not much else did. Not her, not our parents, and not our sister, Angela.

I run my fingers over the glass, gazing at her smiling face. At my equally happy expression. It was a lifetime ago, and I still miss her. Still ache for her.

“What shall I do, sweet sister? Am I about to make a deal with the devil?”

She carries on smiling serenely, and I blink back tears. She’d probably tell me I’m being reckless, careless with my own life. That the reason I’ve been such a dedicated Seer for so long isn’t because I’m selfless and dutiful—it’s because I have a death wish. Or maybe she’d say, “Go get yourself some of that tasty vampire ass, babe!” I will never know.

I take a quick shower, washing away the evidence of whatever the fuck happened between me and Luca. Without conscious thought, I end up wearing my sluttiest black bra and panty set. I should be sharpening my stakes, figuring out how to defeat him, calling for the cavalry. Instead, I am rooting around in my underwear drawer and pulling my favorite dress off the rack.

I pack the stakes in my jacket anyway, because I don’t leave home without them, and tie my damp hair into a ponytail. My hands linger on my neck, my body shuddering at the memory of his lips on my skin. Yikes, I am a mess.

I close down that train of thought and get into the elevator. As I am whooshed down multiple levels, I wonder if he is still in my mind somewhere. Whether I can go to him the same way he came to me. If I’ve got this whole thing right, or if I’m going to knock on that hotel room door and find some confused honeymooning couple from Nowheresville, Alabama, blinking out at me.

“Hey,” I say—out loud for extra weirdo points. “Luca? Are you there?”

Nothing. I emerge into the lobby of my apartment building and nod at the doorman. Jed’s used to me coming and going at all hours and simply gives me a jaunty salute as I pass him by. Standing outside in the street, I close my eyes and try again, this time silently. Umm … I’m on my way. Please tell me I haven’t lost my mind.

I feel a strange tingle on the skin of my forehead and a rush of pressure behind my eyes. White noise fills my ears and zigzag lines form at the edges of my vision—like a pain-free migraine.

You haven’t lost your mind, bella, he says, his voice low, intense—almost breathless. “And yes, I am here. I will always be here, whether you like it or not.”

Well, I think, not replying. That wasn’t at all creepy. Okay, then. Looks like I’m doing this thing.

The Grand is a short walk away, and I need those precious minutes to prepare myself. To set some ground rules. To calm the hell down. There will not be a repeat performance, I vow—this will be a strictly no-sex kind of deal. I am going there for answers, not orgasms.

I take a deep breath and cross the road. As I reach the opposite sidewalk, a black van screeches toward me and slams into the curb. My amulet blares to life, scorching my chest. The back doors fly open, and two men dressed in black military gear tumble out. How the hell did a whole damn van manage to sneak up on me?

Probably, I decide as the two men sprint toward me, I was distracted by thoughts of orgasms and Luca da Firenze. Is he responsible for this? Did he send them? I barely know the guy and have no reason to trust him. Is it a coincidence that a kidnap van shows up immediately after I told him I was on my way?

No, I decide, that makes no sense. I whip out a stake—they work just as well on humans. It makes no sense because if he wanted to abduct me, he’d wait until I got to his hotel. Luca doesn’t need hired goons—he is more than strong enough to do his own dirty work.

I drop into a fighting stance as the two men circle me, cautious now, weighing me up. There are only two of them, and they will underestimate me. I’ll be fine.

One of the men makes a grab for my shoulders, and I kick him so hard in the stomach he flies backward and smashes into a trashcan. The other waves a gun at me, and says, “Get in the van, bitch!”

“That’s not very polite,” I reply, not at all fazed by the gun. If he were going to shoot me, he’d shoot me, not waste time on conversation. “I hate bad manners.” I throw my stake at him, a movement I’ve practiced for years, and he grunts as the pointy end lodges itself in the meat of his thigh.

He teeters to one side but doesn’t go down, and I ready myself for round two. I have no idea who these assholes are, but they picked the wrong night for an abduction attempt. I’m in a bad mood now, and I have places to be.

The first guy is climbing off the trashcan and the second hobbles toward me, but I’m not worried. I’m confident I can take them. Until there’s a sharp jab against the side of my neck followed by a rush of weakness. My hand goes to my neck, and in my peripheral vision I see a hooded figure holding a syringe.

I don’t know what’s in the injection or how long I have before I lose control. I can’t speak, and I’m already staggering like a drunk on New Year’s, so I use the seconds of clarity I have left to scream his name in my mind. To look directly at my apartment building, at the street sign, the van. To register the license plate and cast my eyes at the men who are now grabbing me, pushing me toward the back of the vehicle. I groan and slam my hand on the flat surface of the open door. A sharp sting, glass against my palm, and I know I have done all that I can.

They pick me up, throw me roughly into the van, and I land with a thud, blinking my eyes over and over again in an attempt to stay conscious until we start moving.

South, I announce. We’re driving south toward the lake. Come find me, Luca. Come find me—I need you.
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LUCA

Ican still smell her on my fingers. I can still feel the way her arousal soaked me as she came, the way her pussy walls clenched against my touch. The way her whole body shuddered to climax while she lay at my mercy on this bed.

I was so close to biting her. I’ve had centuries to learn self-control, and she almost undid it all in minutes. Fuck. Is this the blood spell, or is it something else?

I can’t imagine a spell strong enough to do this. Maybe it’s part of it—maybe it’s in the mix. But it can’t be the only explanation for how I feel about this woman. This is bigger than some witchy meddling; it is real and powerful and all-consuming. I never for a minute seriously thought I’d be able to Call her to me—to use her own powers to connect with her. But it worked, and fuck, every second of it was incredible.

Even with Isabella, the only woman I’ve ever loved, I didn’t feel anything like this. I picture Rosa’s skin, pale against the sheets, dark hair spread around her like a supernova, her arms obediently stretched overhead. Her trembling body, inviting me to do whatever the hell I liked with it. The fact that she’s normally so feisty makes it all the more delicious. Breaking down that independence, that surface strength, calls to the predator in me.

She puts on a good show, her words and her body language telling the whole world that she needs no one, but inside, she is soft. Vulnerable. Yearning for all those choices to be made for her. Her body knows what she needs, even if her mind does not.

I run my hand up and down my engorged cock. I’ve never been so hard, so desperate. A million images run through my brain. Rosa bound and chained, my dick shoved in her mouth. Rosa lying in my arms, murmuring my name in her dreams. As I watch her sleep and keep her safe.

Where the hell did that come from? I fucking hate this … this tenderness. It’s not me, and it won’t end well. If this is all from a spell, then that damn witch deserves a pay raise.

Forcing my mind to more pleasant matters, I think about her tits instead, how she squirmed as I took her nipples in my mouth. Yeah. That’s better. I’m building up speed with my hand, knowing I need the release, when a voice wrenches me out of the moment.

Hey, she says. Luca, are you there?

Hearing her—the hesitant note as she whispers, the gentle sound of her uncertainty, is enough to push me over the edge. I come with blinding ferocity. My seed spills all over my belly, and my slow-beating heart feels like it’s about to explode in my chest. Merda.

I lie still and broken for a moment, my whole being rocked by a simple self-administered hand job. If I came like that from thinking about her, from hearing her, what the fuck will it be like when I finally shoot my load inside her? It might be the end of me—but what a way to go.

Umm … I’m on my way, she says, her words as real in my mind as if she were sitting next to me. Please tell me I haven’t lost my mind.

You haven’t lost your mind, bella. And yes, I am here. I will always be here, whether you like it or not.

She doesn’t reply, and there’s a vague buzzing in my ears, like static on a dead line. Grinning, I stretch and feel a deep sizzle of excitement. She hung up on me, but she’s coming. Soon she will be here.

I jump out of bed and bundle up the soiled sheets, planning to use the fresh ones from the closet. The big bad vampire is becoming domesticated, I think as I throw on a T-shirt and a pair of black jeans.

I’m hoping to be naked again before the night is out, but we also need to talk. I need to tell her about this fucking blood spell and try to figure out who cast it and why. We need to work together to find out who’s trying to hurt her, why the fuck Don Vincenzo is mixed up in it all, and what we do next. If she walks in here when I’m naked, I get the feeling there won’t be a whole lot of talking that follows.

I’m changing a pillowcase—if Matteo could see me now, he’d piss himself laughing—when I feel her presence again.

There’s no hesitation this time. No uncertainty. She screams for me so loud my eardrums vibrate, and the pillow falls from my hands. I have no idea how this whole thing works. As much as I tried to appear like I knew what I was doing earlier, I was as surprised as she was when I was able to Call her. But if that worked, maybe this will too.

With my eyes closed, I focus on what she’s seeing. It’s dark, and she’s standing on a street. She feels fuzzy, faint, and I prop myself up against the wall with one hand as her weakness flows through me. Shit. She’s hurt. She’s in danger!

What kind of a man lets a woman like her walk across town to him? What the fuck was I thinking?

I wasn’t thinking at all. I was jerking off.

I clamp down on the self-recrimination and focus on what she’s showing me.

An address. A van. Three men. She looks around at it all so clinically, so precisely, giving me as much information as possible.

Fury engulfs me at the thought of them daring to lay hands on her, and I force myself to take deep breaths. She’s calmer than I am. Even under threat, Rosa is strong enough to fight back the panic she must be feeling. If she can do it, so can I.

Our connection is already fading by the time I leap down the stairwell of the fire escape. I feel her shutting down as whatever was in that syringe courses through her veins.

South, she murmurs, her voice the barest flutter. We’re driving south toward the lake. Come find me, Luca. Come find me—I need you.

My bare feet slap down on the pavement outside, and I snatch the first passerby I see by the collar of his shirt. I don’t know Chicago well, and now is not the time to consult Google Maps.

“East Boulevard!” I bark, ignoring his yelp and pathetic attempt to break free. “Where is it?”

“Over there! Three blocks down! For fuck’s sake, man, let me go.”

I shove him away and take off, building up speed until the buildings and cars are a blur around me. Even before I transitioned, I learned not to do this with people around—to never risk revealing myself to the human world.

Right now, I don’t give a shit. They can come at me with flaming torches and pitchforks and put me on YouTube. I have to get to Rosa. I need you, she said. That’s all that matters.

I’m there within minutes, but I’m too late. I pay attention to the skid marks where the van pulled up beside her and note the discarded syringe near the gutter.

I stop, force myself to freeze. To breathe, concentrate, and track when all I want to do is kill. A homeless man approaches from the sidewalk, pushing a shopping cart full of cardboard boxes. I growl at him, and he immediately backs off.

I pick up the needle and scent her blood—the blood of my woman—and let out a howl, vowing to end the lives of anyone who has ever harmed her. First, I must find them. There is a necessary order of operations here: Find Rosa, save Rosa, tear Rosa’s enemies limb from fucking limb.

They were heading south, but that knowledge is not enough. There’s a lot of south. It could mean a block away; it could mean Texas. I focus on ignoring my bloodlust and make myself to think.

My nostrils flare at a familiar scent. Lemon and spice and Rosa. Tiny shards glimmer under the streetlight, invisible to the human eye but glinting bright for me. The faint scent of blood is overpowered by the perfume.

I picture her being manhandled, staggering toward the back of the van, slamming her hands down on the doors. She did it on purpose—smashed the glass and left this trail for me. Leading me to her.

“Good girl, bella,” I murmur, taking off again. Now that I have the scent, it isn’t hard to follow. The van drove down side roads and headed back toward the highway that skims the border of the lake. A vampire can’t run quite as fast as a moving vehicle, but I can follow its route and know that I’ll find it. That I will find her.

I follow her scent as fast as I can, passing parks and stores and idle squad cars. I run by schools and churches, under and over bridges and along the neon-lit edge of the highway. I never lose her despite the smells of the city at night. She is all that exists to me. Rosa is all that matters.

Eventually, the landscape around me shifts as I enter the grand suburbs at the outskirts of the city. There are fewer vehicles and more trees, and the homes I pass get bigger and bigger as I go, featuring long driveways, tall fences, and electric gates. This is where the rich people live—it is the same the world over. They build their walls and lock their doors and think it all keeps them safe, but it won’t keep them safe from me. Nothing will keep them safe from me as long as they have her.

I reach a point where her scent makes an abrupt turn down one of the paths. Stopping, I sniff the air and make sure I’m going the right direction. Every second counts, and I can’t afford to make any mistakes. If I lose her, I’ll …

No, I don’t have time to think about that. I won’t lose her.

The road goes into the trees and hits a gate. I skulk into the greenery for cover. There are lights all along here, and there might be cameras. I can’t just bust my way into this like I usually would. I have to be smart about it, like Rosa would be.

They won’t expect me. They won’t know I am out here, prowling, searching for her, until I emerge from the shadows and tear out their throats.

The walls around the property are about eight feet high and built to keep people out. Too bad for them that I am not people.

I am Luca da Firenze, and I’ve been turning up in places I have no right to be for hundreds of years.

Pausing, I listen for signs of life on the other side of the gate. A man, alone. Faint, tinny music tells me he’s about to die while playing Candy Crush on his phone.

I take a run at the wall, vault from the grass in front of it, and leap high enough in one jump that I get my fingertips on the curve at the top. It’s close, and my nail is ripped away, but I get enough of a grip to pull myself up and swing my legs over the side.

I land silently, and light spills from the window of a small security lodge. If they have cameras, there will be a bank of them in there, but probably none on the structure itself. I’ve been in places like this before—I’ve killed in places like this before. These pricks never think they need security in the guard hut.

I scoop up a handful of gravel and throw it at the window. Not hard enough to shatter it, but enough to make some noise and get his attention.

The fucker in there assumes he’s safe within the compound, with his cameras and his gates and probably his gun. The music from the phone stops. Within seconds, the door opens, and a man dressed in black emerges. He looks young, tough, fit. Cautious. He’s not an idiot, and he has his gun in one hand, radio in the other.

He doesn’t see me, and before he has the chance to use the radio, I come up behind him and claw my right hand across the front of his throat. Blood spurts, hot and delicious. He reaches up to try to hold his torn neck together, but I grab his head, yank it to the side, and sink my fully extended fangs into his flesh. He tastes of coffee and a protein bar, and then he tastes of nothing.

His blood powers through me, and I drop his lifeless body to the ground, feeling stronger. Before going into the hut, I stamp on the radio and kick the gun away.

I lick my teeth, calmer now that I’ve released my true nature. Now that I’ve killed. There’s a bank of screens in front of me, along with a thermos and a copy of some bullshit celebrity magazine with a Kardashian on the cover.

Each screen shows a different viewpoint—the driveway, the pool house, several other buildings. At the heart of it all sits a stone-built mansion. A stone-built mansion with a van parked outside the door.

She’s here. I’ve found her. And now there will be carnage.
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ROSA

Consciousness returns in spurts, one fuzzy second at a time. At first I can only hear muted sounds coming from somewhere nearby, and I have a vague sensation of waking up from the deepest sleep. Grogginess and confusion threaten to overwhelm me, but I chase my scattered thoughts and soon corral them.

I was drugged, kidnapped, and driven somewhere in a van. Okay. So far, so bad. I keep my eyes closed in case someone is in the room with me and try to move my hands. My fingers are responsive but sluggish. The same goes for my legs—all I can manage is a twitch of my toes. The rest of me remains paralyzed.

“She’s awake.” The voice is familiar. “I told you she wouldn’t stay out for long.”

“I dosed her with enough to keep a normal person out for hours!”

“Well she’s not a normal person, is she? Rosa, I know you’re in there, so stop pretending.”

I blink my eyes open, and I’m hit with a wave of confusion at the sight of my grandfather standing above me. Tomasso’s face is grim, his lips pressed together in a thin line. The man with him is one of his guards—Martin, I think his name is. I’ve never liked him. He’s always staring at my ass.

Both men loom over me, and when I try to sit up, Martin shoves me back.

“Be careful with her!” my grandfather says. “And go get Pietro. Tell him it’s time.”

“Time for what?” I manage to mutter. “What the fuck am I doing here, Nonnino?”

The familiar word, the one I used for him when I was a little girl, slips out, and he grimaces. I look around, and the smallest movement of my head sends pain crashing through me. I don’t know whether it’s a side effect of the drugs or from when I was thrown into the back of the van. Either way, it hurts.

I learn, though, that I am at Tomasso’s compound. In one of the guest suites, not my old bedroom. I recognize the pale-yellow wallpaper, the floral curtains. The smell. I am in a place that was once my home, and even if I was never especially happy here, I should at least feel safe.

I don’t.

I feel like a butterfly pinned to a collector’s board as Tomasso stares down at me. I try to move my hand to my chest, to touch my amulet, but all that happens is a minuscule spasm in my fingers. I am somehow made of both Jell-O and cement.

“Looking for this, principessa?” he says, dangling my amulet from his liver-spotted hand, the gold heart swaying before my foggy eyes.

“Yeah. Give it back,” I reply, aiming for assertive and landing closer to annoyed toddler.

“No.” He places it on the bedside table. “Not yet. I don’t want it getting in the way. Plus, you don’t deserve it. It never should have been yours.”

“What do you mean? Give it back to me right now, or I’ll …”

“You’ll what? Swear at me? You are no threat, Rosa, and if you become one … Well, I’ll just drug you again or get Martin to choke you out. He’d enjoy that.”

I bet he would. The hired thug looked far too eager when he pushed me back onto the bed. He’s the kind of man who enjoys hurting creatures when they’re weak, and I vow that once I’m out of this, I will come back here and show him exactly how it feels to be weak.

For now, though, I am helpless. All I have to rely on are my wits, and at a long shot, an Old World vamp who I may or may not have mentally summoned to my assistance before I was abducted.

“You’re right,” I say, forcing myself to stop struggling. I need to conserve what strength I do have. “Looks like you’re in charge, exactly how you like it. What’s next, Nonno? A belt to the ass? I think I’ve still got a few scars there from when you last did it, if you want to check.”

He waves his hand in a familiar gesture of disgust and dismissal and sneers. “You only got what you deserved. I was trying to show you the right path, silly girl. Trying to teach you. Now I know you are unteachable. If Serena were here, it would all be different.”

Pain shoots through me when he says her name. She was his favorite, and I totally got it—she was a shining star. While I was wild and rebellious, she was mild-mannered and studious. Where I was unruly and rude, she was gentle and kind. I didn’t deserve her, and he sure as hell didn’t either. But I’ve always known he felt this way. If he’d been given the choice, Serena would be here now. He hasn’t forgiven me for that night, for taking her place at the ball she was supposed to attend. For not burning to death, basically.

I’ve long known these things, but they still manage to hurt me. This man has always rejected me, always made me feel unworthy. I don’t want to feel the pain that brings me, but I do. Your own flesh and blood treating you like trash is a harsh thing to deal with, and since my parents and sisters died, that has been my reality.

“Yeah,” I mumble, unable to stop a tear from falling. “I know. I wish she were here too.”

“Well, she’s not,” he says firmly, his voice low but thick with emotion. “And we are left with you, Rosa. Anna Lombardi is long gone, Paola is out of action, and Donatella … Well, she’s constantly getting into trouble. You could be the last Seer left to the Vecchissime, god help us all.”

Thanks to my semi-stunned state, at least I don’t have to work at keeping my face neutral. What is he talking about? Sure, Paola’s in a rough state, but there’s no reason to assume that she won’t be back after she’s given time to recover. And Donatella might appear like a giddy teenager, but she isn’t reckless. She’s not a fool. So what’s with all this “last Seer” bullshit?

“So, we must do what needs to be done,” he continues. “We must create the next generation of Capelli Seers. Believe me when I say that nobody wanted it to happen this way, Rosa, but you left me with no choice.”

I am starting to get a really bad feeling about this. Again, I try to wriggle off the bed. If I can get to the floor, maybe I can drag myself to my feet and get away.

It soon becomes apparent that my body thinks it’s a really bad idea. All that happens is I manage to knock the pillow off the bed. In desperation, I try to reopen the hazy channel I shared with Luca earlier in the night—at least I assume it’s still night.

I reach out for him the same as I did last time, but there’s nothing. I can’t think straight. I can barely remember my own name, never mind test out a fledgling supernatural power I didn’t know I had until a few hours ago. “What do you mean, no choice?” I ask when it becomes clear that all I can do is lie here and listen. “What’s going to happen?”

Right then, the door to the room opens and Martin strides in. He smirks at me, obviously able to tell from my exciting new pillow-less state that I tried and failed to make my daring escape. Behind him comes my brother, Pietro. My beautiful baby bro, who I still care about. The one who I thought cared about me.

“Pietro!” I make eye contact, trying to establish some kind of connection. “What the fuck’s going on? Why am I here like this?”

He looks at me briefly, then shakes his head and looks away. Every line in his body is rigid. Whatever this is, he hates it. But as ever, he’ll be Tomasso’s good little nipote and do as he’s told.

“You are ready?” Tomasso’s glare suggests he damn well better be. But ready for what? My brain scrambles to figure it all out before it’s too late.

“Please, Grandfather.” Pietro grabs at his arm. “There must be another way. Don’t make me do this!”

Whatever love he has for my brother, it is nowhere in sight. As usual, he will do what he thinks is right for the Vecchissime, for the Capellis. For himself, the bastard. He shakes off my brother’s grip and runs his fingers through his snowy white hair.

“Pietro! Help me! Get me up, get me out of here … I’m your sister. I love you—you know that!”

Tomasso gives me one cursory look of contempt before he says to Martin, “Shut her up. And keep her still. Don’t damage her.”

He leaves the room without a backward glance, and Martin is quick to act. He backhands me once across the face, so hard my lip splits and I taste blood. He leans over me and snarls. “Shut the fuck up, you spoiled bitch, or I’ll knock you out. You don’t need to be conscious for this party.”

Going to the bottom of the bed, he takes hold of my dress. He roughly shoves it all the way up to my waist, then grabs my panties. I can’t feel his touch, I’m still numb, but I look on in slowly dawning horror as he drags them down and off. My legs are pulled apart, exposing me completely. I try to fight him, to protect myself, but my limbs are not under my control. I can see them, but I can’t move them. He takes his time, running his greedy eyes over my body and grinning.

When he’s done, he turns to my brother. “All set, Boss. Have at it.”

“No …” Panic forces itself up from my racing heart to my sore throat as I realize what he means. At the sudden and horrific knowledge that my own brother is about to rape me.

“No, you can’t … Pietro, don’t let him make you into a monster! Please, don’t!”

Again, he refuses to meet my eyes. My baby brother is a coward. He has always been a coward. Losing our parents so young likely had an effect, and shutting him out when he was grieving and needed me couldn’t have helped. And being raised by the vile creature we call our grandfather left him with no will of his own. Whatever fondness he has for me is overshadowed by what Tomasso tells him to do.

I see our grandfather’s twisted logic at work here: How better to increase the chances of creating the next Capelli Seer than by mating two Capellis together? For all his surface sophistication, the man is no better than a monster.

I try again to move, to fight, to do anything I can to stop this madness. I fail and lie there trembling and terrified, fear and anguish finally overpowering me. My scream is loud and desperate and causes Pietro to jump, an almost comically disappointed look on his face. What did he expect? That I was going to be happy about this?

It takes Martin a split second to reach me, to shove something firmly into my mouth. I gag and choke on my saliva. He has forced my panties between my lips. Before I can spit them out, he slaps a piece of duct tape over my mouth as well.

I have nothing left but my eyes, and I use them to plead with Pietro as he approaches me. Tears roll down his cheeks, but that doesn’t stop him from unzipping his fly and pulling out his fully erect penis. I haven’t seen him naked since he was a young child, and I don’t want to see it now.

“I’m sorry, Rosa.” He stumbles forward and kneels on the bed between my thighs. “I don’t want to do this—you must believe me.” He fumbles with his cock, and no matter how much he says he doesn’t want to do it, he’s still ready to go. I shake my head from side to side, my own tears flowing freely, and stare at him. At my baby brother. At the man who is going to fuck me against my will.

I refuse to look away. I won’t make this easy for him. If he’s going to do this, he is going to be haunted by the memory of my face every damn day for the rest of his pathetic life.

I sob, and my impromptu gag threatens to choke me. For a moment, I wish it would.

Pietro moves closer, his body racked with sobs, and I close my eyes. I was wrong. I can’t watch this happen. I can’t see this done to me—not by him. I need to shut down and go somewhere safe in my mind.

The mattress shifts beneath me, and Pietro lets out a sudden yelp of shock.

My eyes shoot open as he flies across the room. He crashes into the wall, slides down to the floor in a heap of limbs. His eyelids flutter, and he’s out.

There’s a blur of movement so fast I can’t track it, followed by an explosion of blood and gore where Martin was standing. The guard’s head teeters on his shoulders and rolls to the ground, tendrils of flesh oozing over the carpet. His body collapses a second later.

Shouts come from around the house, accompanied by a shrill alarm.

I still cannot move. I can barely breathe. I have no clue what is happening. But then he’s here on the bed next to me, tearing at the tape that covers my lips and pulling my panties out of my mouth. He isn’t gentle, and I’ve lost some skin, but I really couldn’t care less. Some wounds will heal; others would not.

He cradles me in his arms like a child, and I am dizzy with relief, crying and shaking against his chest, unable to control my body or my mind. But I’m safe now, no matter how broken I feel.

I allow myself a few moments of respite, a few seconds of pure joy at being held by him. When I am recovered enough to pull back, I see that he is covered in blood, but I’m sure it’s not his. To get this far, he must have left a trail of death and destruction behind him. Tomasso keeps at least five guards in the house with him at all times.

Luca scans my face, smooths my hair back, and kisses me so ferociously that I will now be covered in blood as well. Another thing I don’t care about. My heart sings at the sight of him, a sudden burst of right amid a whole day of wrong.

A stream of Italian comes from his mouth, only some of which I catch. “Are you okay?” He runs his hands over my body and checks for signs of injury before pulling me close. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m okay,” I murmur. He is about an eleven out of ten on the ramped-up scale, and I get the feeling that if I wasn’t okay, he wouldn’t stop until every human in Chicago was dead. “I’m all right. I can’t move, though, or I’d have my arms around you. Thank you. Thank you for coming.”

“You needed me, so I am here. Now tell me who else I should kill.” His eyes are ringed scarlet, and his fangs are fully out. He is ferocious and terrifying and utterly magnificent. His eyes lock on Pietro’s crumpled mass on the floor. His still-erect penis hangs from the front of his pants, and a ripple of pure rage flows over Luca’s bloody face.

“No,” I say firmly as he stands up, his hands bunched in fists. I’ve fallen straight back down onto the bed, and there’s no way I’ll be able to stop him physically. “No! Don’t. He’s … That’s my brother …” I stumble over the words, and Luca’s attention is immediately back on me.

With unexpected tenderness for a huge vampire coated in gore, he brushes my dress back down over my exposed body and lifts me easily into his arms. “Your brother? The sick fuck …”

“Yeah. Well. I can’t disagree with that statement, but please don’t kill him. If anyone’s going to do that, it’s going to be me. Did you see my grandfather on your way up here? Short, old, white hair?”

“I don’t think so, bella, but I wasn’t exactly doing a head count. I heard you scream, and everyone who stood in my path is dead. Does he need help?”

“I doubt it,” I reply. Now’s not the time to fill Luca in on the role Tomasso played in tonight’s clusterfuck. “He’ll be safe. He’s like a cockroach. Now come on, we need to leave. Extra guards will be on the way, and there’s a limit to how many even you can take on.”

With my body crushed tight to his chest, he dusts a kiss on my forehead. “You’re wrong, my darling. For you, I will take on the world. But yes, we should leave.”

“Grab my amulet, would you?” I manage to jut my chin in the direction of the nightstand. “But be careful. I don’t know how it will respond to you. The last vamp that tried to grab it still had a heart-shaped scorch mark on his palm when I killed him.”

He holds me steady with one hand and doesn’t hesitate to pick up the necklace with the other. Expecting to hear the sizzle of burning flesh, I wince, but there’s nothing as he closes his fist around it. The amulet seems to have … accepted him.

He shoves it in his pocket, swoops out of the room, and takes the stairs down three at a time. We pass a trail of corpses, some missing their heads, some their throats, while others are simply drenched in blood. I don’t give a damn that they’re dead. They worked for Tomasso and would have been hand-picked for tonight’s special job. They would have known what was going down, so as far as I’m concerned, good riddance.

“Go out the side door from the kitchen.” I know this house so well I could move through it blind.

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah,” I answer. “I used to live here.”

“Home is where the hurt is, carissima. But you never need to come back here again. We can return tomorrow, the next night, or a year from now, and tear the whole place apart brick by brick.”

I smile and lean my head against his neck. That is possibly the most romantic thing a guy has ever said to me.

“Now where?” he asks as we emerge into the courtyard.

“Garage. Over there, by the trees. Take the Alfa Romeo Spider. He fucking loves that car. Keys will be on a hook by the window.”

As we dash across the courtyard, cars are drawing up to the house, doors slam, and footsteps stomp over the gravel driveway. Floodlights leap into action, and black-suited figures swarm the grounds. Reinforcements are here, and we’re running out of time.

Luca finds the car, settles me in the low-slung seat, and fastens my seatbelt. I feel like a kid being looked after by their daddy, and I’m not gonna lie, it doesn’t entirely suck.

He clambers in next to me and stares at the dashboard.

“Shit,” I mumble. I can’t help with the great escape. “Can you drive a stick shift?”

He throws his head back and laughs, and I gawk at the way the light plays across his features—the strong nose, his cheekbones, those gorgeous lips. The blood, fangs, and red-rimmed eyes. Luca da Firenze, my very own monster.

“Rosa, I was around when they invented cars.” On cue, he puts the Spider into gear, and we blast out of the garage, off the grounds, and out of the hell I was almost trapped in.
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She is barely able to stand upright but insists on being by my side when we burn the car. I pass her the lighter, and she throws it at the gasoline-soaked classic. As the flames take hold, I watch them play across her face—her beautiful, blood-smeared face.

She smiles as the gas in the tank ignites and the whole car becomes fully engulfed. I keep my arm around her shoulders, holding her tight in case her still-shaky legs give out.

For a moment, I simply stare at her in amazement. She’s more spectacular than the bonfire in front of us, and I am in awe of her resilience.

She’s hurt, physically and emotionally, likely near collapse. Everything that happened to her tonight will be taking its brutal toll, but still she stands. Continues to fight. And still she takes some small satisfaction from her petty act of revenge.

We’re in a part of the city where, she assures me, a burning car will attract no attention. There will be no sirens, no approaching police, nobody bearing witness. It’s the kind of neighborhood where nobody sees a thing, and if they did, they know it’s none of their business.

“It’s done,” I say firmly. “Let’s go.”

“Not yet. I want to watch it for a few minutes more.”

I let go of her, and as I expected, she almost falls. Ignoring her protests, I pick her up. “Enough, Rosa. You need to rest. You need to sleep.”

Her arms have regained feeling faster than her legs, and she’s using them to pummel my chest as I start to run. It’s sweet. Like a butterfly flapping its wings against me.

I take us swiftly away from the burning car, disappearing us into a maze of closely packed apartment buildings. It’s the middle of the night, but music with thumping bass plays from somewhere nearby.

“You’re going the wrong way, doofus!” she exclaims, making me laugh.

“Doofus? Really?”

“Yeah, doofus—I’m pretty sure you’ve been called that before. Now take a left down there, and when you hit the intersection, go right. Back to my place.”

“No,” I answer but follow the first part of her instructions. “We’re not going there. If anyone comes after you, that will be the first place they look.”

She filled me in on some of what happened tonight, and even with my life experience, it turned my stomach.

“My grandfather won’t be looking for me yet. He’ll be regrouping, and he won’t risk anything until he knows who attacked him. I know the way he thinks, the way he works. He’s cautious; he’ll take his time. It’s all one big fucking game of chess to him, and I’m just another pawn.”

“You are not a pawn, Rosa.” Recognizing where we are now, I hook a right. “You’re a queen. And we’re going back to my hotel for now. Don’t waste your energy arguing with me. You’re not in control here.”

She huffs and puffs, and I can imagine the turmoil in her mind. She must hate this—having her power taken from her. But it’s necessary in order to keep her safe, no matter what she thinks. She hasn’t told them about me, and they won’t know who I am or where to find me. So for now, the hotel is our best option.

Besides, she’s not the only one who needs to sleep. The older vampires become, the less sleep they need. Vincenzo operates on maybe half an hour a day. I’m around double that under normal circumstances, but these are not normal circumstances. I’ve run for miles and killed many, not to mention dealing with the shock of almost losing her. I cannot keep going at this level forever.

Grudgingly, she directs me toward the hotel, and as we near the more populated area, I slow down to a normal human walking pace. I keep her in my arms, and she stops thumping me. To anyone giving us a casual glance, we look like lovers. I stick to the shadows so the blood doesn’t show, and when we reach the foyer, I finally put her back on her feet.

“You okay to walk through the lobby?” I ask.

She glares at me, obviously wanting to tell me to go fuck myself, but finally nods.

I guide her into the reception area, keeping both our faces tilted away from the bored-looking man behind the desk. He calls out a greeting and asks if we’ve had a good night, sounding like he’s following some corporate script for late-night guests and doesn’t give a shit.

“Yeah! Fantastic!” she shouts back at him, leaning on me as she staggers by my side. “Best night ever.”

I get her into the elevator and up to my room, and she’s silent the whole way and leans against the mirrored wall for support. Hold it together, bella, I think to myself. Only a few seconds more.

I leave the light off in the room and pull her inside, then scoop her up in my arms and walk us both toward the bathroom. The fight has gone out of her, which is worrisome.

I set her on the floor of the huge walk-in shower and crouch before her. Lifting her chin, I force her to meet my eyes and wipe a smear of blood from her cheek, revealing the marks left by the tracks of her tears. I kiss her with a gentleness I didn’t know I was capable of and switch on the water before testing the temperature with my fingers.

Once I’m certain it’s perfect, I sit beside her on the tile and wrap an arm around her shoulders. We are still and silent together as the water washes away the blood and tears and at least some of the fatigue of the last few hours.

She leans into me, letting her head rest on my chest, and her silent sobs shake her body. Her dress is soaked through, her breasts outlined by the flimsy fabric, but for once I’m not thinking about sex. Not thinking about fucking her. All I’m thinking about is making her feel better. She’s been through so much tonight, and it was all dished out by men who should love and protect her.

Instead, they almost finished her, and that is unforgivable. If it’s up to me, all the Capellis will die, apart from her. She’s the only one worth saving. That might not align with what the Don wants, with what the other families want, but that’s too goddamn bad. This goes beyond them now. This is about her, and she is all that matters.

Except, I remind myself as I kiss her head and hold her trembling body tight … This might not be real. It’s possible that everything I’m feeling comes down to a centuries-old blood spell. Maybe once that’s broken, she will mean nothing to me, and I can go back to being myself. A good soldier. A good killer. A good vampire.

No. I don’t believe that. I don’t want that. This is more than a spell—I know it on a bone-deep level.

“Your feet …” she murmurs, dragging me away from my thoughts. I glance down and see blood flowing from them as the water hits, trickling away in a bright pink stream. I went the whole night without shoes, and my soles are skinned and raw, chunks of flesh gouged out.

“It’s nothing,” I say. “They’re already healing.”

She looks up, and her eyes break me. Big, green, full of emotion I don’t quite understand.

“You ran all the way to get me … barefoot? That’s over twenty miles.”

I shake my head in dismissal. It really isn’t important. I’d run the world barefoot for her if I needed to.

She pulls herself up, grabs one of those little bottles of hotel soap, and crawls down so she’s level with my feet.

“What are you doing, Rosa?”

“Looking after you,” she replies simply, as though it’s the most obvious thing in the world. She unscrews the cap, pours apple-scented liquid into her hand, and gently cleans my wounds.

I become aware of her body in a way I wasn’t seconds before. Aware of her hesitant fingers on my battered feet, how that dress clings to her. My cock twitches to life, and I silently curse it. This is not the time.

“Leave it, for fuck’s sake,” I bark.

Her eyes fly to my face. Shit. I sounded like a monster, and I hate the look of hurt that flickers across her face before she hides it.

“Suit yourself,” she says, her tone neutral. “Get an infection and die for all I care.”

“That’s not going to happen. You already know that. Come on, let’s go to bed.”

Without waiting for a response, I stand up and peel off my T-shirt. Her eyes wander my torso as she undoubtedly catalogs the various marks I accumulated during the night. None of them will be there by tomorrow—she knows that too.

Turning away, I present her with my ass as I take off my jeans. I don’t want her to see that even now, even when she’s suffering, after everything she has been through, I’m still hard for her. It shames me.

I grab one of the robes from the back of the door and slip it on, and when I turn back to her, there’s a smirk on her face that wasn’t there before.

“Nice try.” She holds out her hands so I can help her to her feet. “But there’s a mirror right there, and I’m not blind, big boy.”

I pull her up, and she collides with my body, her hands going to my shoulders. She tilts her face up to mine and winks at me. Yeah, she actually winks, then rubs herself against my dick.

“You need some help with that?” she asks, her voice low, her pulse faster than it’s been all night. Her hands twine into my hair. She tugs my mouth down to hers and kisses me hard, pushing us both backward so I crash into the sink. Her tits are crushed to my chest, her tongue is in my mouth, and her breath is coming in sharp, staccato gusts. There’s a hint of blood from where one of those shitheads hit her face, and it ignites my hunger and fury in equal measure.

She drops one hand down to the belt of my robe and pulls it open before sliding to her knees and coming to rest with her face directly in front of my cock. With a sigh, she strokes it and cups my balls with her other hand. Jesus. I’m trying to stay in control here. Trying not to be a monster—but she’s not making it easy for me.

“This isn’t right,” I murmur as she draws her tongue along the length of me. “This isn’t what you need right now.”

She stops what she’s doing, and despite it being what I wanted, I almost roar with disappointment.

“It feels right to me,” she says, those big eyes serious. “And you don’t get to decide what I need. What I need is to forget what happened tonight. I need to wash that memory away. I need you to stop pretending to be the gentleman we both know you’re not and fuck me. It’s not like you don’t want to.” As she speaks, she pulls her soaking wet dress over her head and kneels before me wearing a skimpy bra that would give a saint an erection. Fuck’s sake. I let out a growl and drag her upright so fast her head jerks back.

“You think this is a game, bella?” I snarl, tearing the bra from her while she recovers her balance. “You think you can play with me?”

“Yeah.” She meets my gaze, her pupils dilated. “I do. Now are you going to fuck me or what? Quick. Nasty. Hard.”

I can see the carotid artery pumping in her neck, hear the blood thundering through her veins, and smell the arousal seeping between her legs. She’s not lying. She wants this as much as I do.

Without warning, I spin her around so she’s facing the mirror, bend her over the sink, and drive into her tight pussy. It’s not an elegant fuck, but it is what we both need.

She gasps, and I quickly dismiss any concern that I’m hurting her. This is what she asked for, and this is what she’ll get.

I palm her tits, and she plants her hands on the vanity to steady herself. I squeeze one of her nipples so hard she squeals. Her wet hair rains water down on us both as I wrap it around my fist and pull, hard. Our eyes lock in the mirror, and I bury my shaft as deep inside her as it will go.

Her bouncing tits make my mouth water, the loud slap of flesh against flesh reverberating off the marble and porcelain. God, she’s so wet, so tight. So fucking good. The look on her face says she’s scared, turned on, and hurting in equal measure, and it makes me pound into her even harder. I should slow down. Be careful. But I can’t stop.

I pull her head back farther, twisting it up by her hair, and place my other hand at her throat. And then I hold her there, trapped between my cock and the edge of the sink, contracting my fingers until she gasps for breath. Fuck. That sound is off-the-charts sexy.

Leaning down, I rest my lips at her neck, and my fangs respond in exactly the same way as my dick. Even as I graze her skin, I seek to control the animal instinct screaming at me to consume her blood. I could kill her if I don’t stay in command.

She lets out a little mewling sound, and her pussy walls quiver around me. “Are you sure, cara mia?” I whisper into her ear. “This isn’t like the movies. This isn’t Twilight. This is going to hurt—but I promise you will love every fucking second of it.”

She sticks her ass out as much as she can, grinds herself against me, and manages a nod. “I’m sure,” she whispers. “Do it!”

I see the truth of it in her eyes. My own shine silver, my big body overshadowing hers, my hips moving in a steady rhythm.

I run my tongue over the sweet spot on her neck, preparing her before I taste. My fangs sink into the soft flesh as they have thousands of times before with thousands of different people. Except this time, it’s Rosa.

Blood flows fast to the surface, flooding my mouth with a million sensations. She tastes of lemons and spice and sex and need. I grab both of her hips now, slamming into her as she cries out, as she screams, as she feels my bite and takes my cock and her orgasm rips through her all at the same time.

She clamps down around me, and her body trembles in waves against mine. I keep my mouth at her neck, not ready to stop. Not capable right now. I need more—more of her blood, more of her pussy. More of everything.

Her orgasm is still coursing through her, and she can’t take her hazy eyes off me. Off us.

Without losing eye contact, I empty myself into her so completely I shatter into pieces. She takes it all and smiles at me as she’s nailed to the sink, her feet leaving the floor. Fuck. I come so hard I practically see stars.

I seal the wound on her neck with my saliva, licking up the few stray drops that have spilled crimson on the ivory of her skin. My head lolls against hers for a moment while I recover before I pull out.

She immediately collapses, and I barely catch her before she hits the floor. Shit. Have I gone too far? Already tonight she was drugged and traumatized. Then she got fucked by a vampire who drank her blood. Definitely too much.

She bursts out laughing as I pull her upright, and it’s the sweetest music I have ever heard. “I think you almost fucked me to death.” She grins up at me. Her hand goes to her neck and comes away spotted with blood. She holds her fingers up to my mouth, and I lick them clean. Fuck, she’s still delicious.

“So,” she says, swaying against me, bloody and naked and unashamed. “That’s you fed, but I’m still starving.”

I curse myself for neglecting her. Vecchissime might be more than human, but she still needs to eat. Her legs wobble, and I ask, “Can you walk?”

“I can,” she replies, her head tilted to one side. “But I’d prefer to be carried. Take me to bed and order me a cheeseburger.”

“Are you always this bossy after you’ve been nearly fucked to death?”

“I don’t really know.” She shrugs. “That’s the first time it’s ever happened.”

Silently vowing that it won’t be the last, I swing her into my arms and carry her into the bedroom. Just to let her know who’s in charge, I throw her onto the bed none too gently.

By the time I return from ordering her meal, she’s snuggled under the sheets with only her head visible. Her face is paler than normal, and I grab a water from the fridge. Thankfully, I don’t have to explain how important it is to rehydrate. She simply takes the bottle from me and drinks.

“So,” she says, patting the bed next to her. “That was interesting. I think I was on some kind of wild adrenaline high after everything else. It’s entirely possible that I lost my judgment a little there.”

I climb in next to her, and she immediately winds herself around me like a kitten. Settling her head onto my chest, she strokes my tattoo with her fingertips. “Perhaps. But do you regret it?” I try not to tense as I say those words—try not to show that I care. Even more, I try to tell myself that I don’t care.

“Shit, no. Sure, it’s messy and complicated and none of this should work … But you came through for me tonight in a way nobody ever has before. And I’m not only talking about the spectacular sex. You saved me from them, Luca. Saved me from my own damn family.”

I haven’t known Rosa Capelli for long, but I already recognize the blend of sorrow and anger in her voice as her signature blend. Due to basically being raised by wolves, I never expected to be loved or nurtured. My childhood was endured in a world of monsters, and that is all I ever knew.

Her childhood should have been different. She had a family: siblings, parents, a grandfather. A whole community. She should have been cherished and adored and protected. Instead, she was abused and exploited. Not all monsters come with fangs. I noticed the faint lines on her backside, invisible to human eyes, and it didn’t take a giant leap of imagination to figure out how she got those scars.

When I’m back in New York, after I sort this whole mess, I will ask Vincenzo’s permission to take Tomasso out. And if he doesn’t grant me that permission … Well, I’ll fucking do it anyway.

“They’re not a family,” I say, running strands of her hair through my fingers. “They’re pond scum. You’ll never see them again.”

She tenses slightly in my arms, and I prepare myself for a “you don’t own me; you’re not the boss of me” speech. Instead, she simply sighs and relaxes again. “Maybe not. I don’t know yet. The last few days have been out of control. I was already worn out because of the constant Calls this month, then London, then you, then Pietro … and Paola. Did you hear about Paola?”

“The Bianchi malocchio?”

“Yes. She’s been injured. Gravely. She was on a Call in Cairo, and … Well, nobody really knows what happened, but she’s in a coma. And Donatella—yes, Agostini before you ask—says she’s also been getting far more action than usual. It feels like … I want to say it feels like a campaign against us, but that sounds too dramatic.”

She frowns up at me, and I kiss her nose. “I don’t think it’s too dramatic; I think you’re right. Vincenzo—my Don—said as much before I was sent to London to find you. He’s a hard one to figure, but beneath his fifty shades of fucked up, he usually has an endgame in mind. From what I’ve heard, it’s some kind of concerted power play.”

“With this Kurt dude? The one you told me about?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Could be that simple—one of those dickbrain newbies who never got over the fact that his hair won’t grow and wants to screw over the world. But it’s possible he’s working for someone else. At this point, I think there’s more going on here than we understand.”

I climb out of bed while she thinks, and by the time the knock on the door comes, I’m there. Her eyes light up when I return with the dinner tray, and she sits completely naked and totally uninhibited while she stuffs her face and makes appreciative little humming noises.

“I’m getting jealous of those fries.” I grin at her. “I think they’re going to make you come any minute now.”

She shoots me a look that is pure devilment. “Well, I can’t deny they’re good. But nowhere near as delicious as your cock.”

Obediently, the cock in question twitches to life. Looks like no matter how tired I am, I will always be ready to fuck when Rosa is in my presence.

“So, why did this Vincenzo guy—sorry, the Don—send you after me?” she asks, throwing a little sarcasm into his title. “What’s his play?” Her irreverence tells me she knows very little about Cosca vampires. Only the blissfully ignorant would take them—us, I remind myself—so lightly.

“Don’t play the fool, Rosa,” I say seriously. “It could get you killed. Don Vincenzo is the oldest vampire I know, and he’s more powerful than you could possibly imagine. He’s corrupt, immoral, and formidably strong. Never underestimate him—or the Cosca families. This isn’t the human Mafia we’re talking about here, bella. It’s something much older than that. Something that has existed for as long as my kind.”

“Okay,” she says, moving the tray off her lap. “Fair point. You’re right, I don’t know a lot about them. From what I’ve seen, the Cosca vamps run a tight ship. I’m not even entirely sure what all you’re involved in, and I’ve never been Called to deal with one.”

“That’s because we’re disciplined. Structured. It’s more like an army than a family. There’s a hierarchy and rules, and if you break those rules, you die—pretty simple. As to what we’re involved in … Well, everything. You might never see us, but that doesn’t mean we’re not there.”

“Could it be them?” she asks, piecing the information together. “The Coscas? Could they be the ones targeting the Seers?”

“I did wonder that myself, but I don’t think so, no. There isn’t any logic to it, there’s no reason for it. As you said, our worlds don’t really intersect. That doesn’t mean it isn’t the case, but I have no reason to think so. There are also other families, other setups, from different countries. The Argentinians have been making a few moves recently, as well as the Scandinavians. When we get to New York, I can try and find out more.”

“New York?” she repeats, frowning.

“Yes. We’re going to New York. Tomorrow.”

She stands up and grabs a robe from the bathroom. “And New York is where Don Vincenzo is? The man who wanted me killed or kidnapped? That’s your plan, to give me to him?”

Fuck, I’m an idiot. Of course she’d think that. We may have some kind of messed-up bond, but she still doesn’t really trust me. Knowing what I do about her family now, I can’t say I blame her.

“No.” I shake my head firmly. “I won’t be giving you to anyone, cara mia. You are mine, and nobody else’s.”

She shivers, and her green eyes bore into me as though she’s trying to read my mind. Literally. I can feel her poking and prodding around in there. It’s a strange sensation, like tiny threads are weaving through my cells.

“Stop that!” I snap, standing up and towering over her. “My brain is not a rummage sale. I don’t know much more than you do about what’s happening between us, but I do know this—we should use it only when we need to. It’s not like picking up the phone. If you want to know something, just ask me. But stay the fuck out of my head.”

She gulps, and I realize I am too close to her. Too angry. Too much of a monster. I back off and force myself to calm down. The only reason I’m so close to losing it is because there are things inside my mind she’s not ready to learn, parts of me I never want her to see.

“How do we do that unless we experiment with it?” she asks, her voice low and clipped. “How do we stay the fuck out when we barely understand how we get in? Because believe me, I don’t love the idea of you having an all-access pass to my mind either.”

The honest answer is that I don’t know, but she’s right to ask. We need to figure some of this shit out.

“Maybe it’s like any other power,” I say, thinking aloud. “We can use it when we choose to and ignore it the rest of the time. There’s got to be an off switch—it’s not like we’re telepathically linked 24/7. We’ve only ever connected when one of us was trying to. So if there is an off switch, we need to learn how to use it—to block each other if we want to.” As I say the words, I realize I hate the idea of her having the ability to shut me down, shut me out—even though that’s exactly what I just said I wanted from her. Fuck. When did life get so complicated?

“Try it now,” she commands. “Try to block me.”

I want to tell her to stop. To take hold of her and shake her and make her rest. Yell at her that I will never block her out, and she will never keep me away. Except she won’t rest until she’s ready, and if I push her too hard, she might not come back to me. I nod, and a look of concentration settles on her face.

I feel the tendrils of her mind in mine, the same feeling of spider-legs creeping over my brain, and I visualize a wall slamming down, solid and unbreachable.

Frowning, she bites her lip and doubles her efforts. Nothing. My walls hold—and I hate it.

“What did you do?” she asks.

“Pictured a wall. Just said no. Whatever the fuck. Does it even matter?”

“Yes, it matters,” she snaps back. “If you can do it, I can too. Where’s my amulet?” She’s using fury to cover up how vulnerable she feels.

Giving us both a few seconds to cool off, I retrieve the necklace from the pocket of my jeans, which are still lying in a wet heap on the bathroom floor. When I come back to stand in front of her, I grip the thing in my fist so she can see that it doesn’t burn. Her magic fucking charm doesn’t see me as a threat, and neither should she.

She grabs the chain and drops it around her neck, flipping her hair out afterward. Some of the tension fizzles out of her as she touches the gold heart, her eyes fixed on mine.

“Okay,” she says after a few seconds. “New York. I’ll come to New York. But first, I really need to go back to my apartment.”

“No.”

“No?” she repeats, incredulous. It’s probably not a word she’s heard a lot, but she damn sure needs to hear it now.

“No. We won’t be doing that. We’ll be leaving Chicago as soon as it’s dark.”

She stares at me, and I regret this new rule about keeping our minds closed to each other. What the hell is she thinking?

She gives an abrupt nod as though she’s come to a decision. “Right. And when we get to New York, what’s the plan, if not to hand me over to Vincenzo?”

“The word ‘plan’ might be stretching it. There’s too much I don’t know right now. I need to talk to him and find out what he’s up to. In the meantime, I have a place I can put you to keep you safe.”

“A place you can put me?”

“Rosa, if you’re going to overreact to everything I say, we’re going to get nowhere. Yes—a safe house, if you prefer that term. It’s comfortable and clean, and there might even be a dog to play with.”

An unexpected smile curves her lips. “Well, I do like dogs. But Luca …” Her expression turns serious. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking that I’m gonna let you fuck me over just because I like fucking you. I am truly grateful for what you did tonight. For all of it—the rescue, the sex, the cheeseburger. But being grateful and trusting you are two different things.”

Of course she doesn’t trust me. Why would she? Who has taught this woman to trust? It doesn’t seem anyone has shown her an ounce of tenderness in decades.

And it’s not like I’m the right man for the job. I am a fiend. A vampire who lies, kills, and tortures. My life is synonymous with causing pain and suffering, and I’m in the sworn service of an ancient murdering maniac who doesn’t possess a single grain of morality.

I don’t trust myself.
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CHAPTER 14
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ROSA

Iwake in his arms, and it is everything I imagined it would be. My head is cradled on his chest, one of his legs is hooked around me, and my whole body is curved tight against his in a protective cocoon.

For a few seconds, I am lost in bliss and comfort. I feel safer than I ever have in my life. And then reality comes crashing down on me.

I ache everywhere. Some of it is good—the dull throb between my legs and the faint tingle on my neck reminding me of what this man did to me hours earlier. Of what we did to each other.

It was the best sex of my life, the biggest high, the most euphoric sensation imaginable. Even thinking about it sends a little clenching tremor through my core.

But the other aches … They’re less enjoyable. The still-fuzzy aftershock from the drugs, the bruises I accumulated during my struggles, the crust of a scab on my lip from Martin’s slap. And all that is nothing compared to the wounds that left no visible trace—the sense of betrayal and complete disgust I now feel toward my own family.

The tiny voice inside me is always ready and willing to tell me I’m not good enough. To remind me that Serena died when it should have been me—that I am, and forever will be, a second choice.

The voice will probably never go away, but my underlying self-doubt still isn’t loud enough to drown out the injustice. I might not be perfect, but I didn’t deserve what happened to me. Nobody deserves what happened to me. It was foul and corrupt and fills me with shame and sorrow.

My grandfather hasn’t kept his disappointment in me a secret, but I did at least trust him.

And Pietro? I loved him.

Now they both need to be dead to me, and I must accept that I am alone.

Except, I remind myself as I indulge in a few more moments of peace, I am not alone right now. I am draped in a big, bad, beautiful man.

Vamps don’t need much sleep, especially the older ones, but when they pass out, they are dead to the world. It gives me a chance to study him and admire his full, luscious lips, the long, dark eyelashes resting against golden skin. His strong nose and the jut of his stubble-coated jaw. He is breathtaking, truly gorgeous. And sleep almost makes him appear innocent.

But I know better. There is blood on his hands, in his soul. It seeps into every aspect of his life. He will have committed unspeakable acts and left terror in his wake for centuries. Still, some of the blood on his hands was shed for me, and I can’t find it within myself to feel anything other than tenderness and desire. A great big pickup truck of desire.

If I don’t move now, I never will. Sighing, I wriggle out of his embrace. My clothes from last night are disgusting, but I quickly dress in them before I change my mind. We slept for nearly a whole day—or at least I did. He wouldn’t have needed as much rest. Knowing how he feels about me, how we feel about each other, I wouldn’t be surprised if he spent at least some of it watching me sleep, staring at me the same way I stared at him.

I touch my fingers to my amulet and drop a kiss on his forehead. Everything is topsy-turvy in my life. My own family is the scum of the earth, and my knight in shining armor is a centuries-old killer from the vampire world’s version of the Mafia. None of it feels steady or trustworthy, so I have to make sure I can at least trust myself.

I will go to New York and work with him to figure out what is happening. But I will not give over all control of my life to any man, including this one. Not unless I’m naked, of course.

I blush in the hazy shade of the room, flooded with images from last night. I let him bite me, for fuck’s sake. What was I thinking?

I wasn’t thinking—that’s the truthful answer. I was letting myself feel, and it was good. So, so good.

I stick my feet into a pair of those thin throwaway slippers that come with the hotel bath robes and double-check that all the drapes are pulled tight. Luca installed some kind of extra sun-blocking screen on the windows, and I marvel at the ingenuity. I suppose he’s had a long time to come up with a few tricks.

I sneak out of the room and into the elevator as quickly and quietly as I can. I’m not sure how long he has already been asleep and can’t risk him waking up and going full possessive on my ass.

Once I’m outside the hotel, I can breathe again. The evening sun is still bright and warm in the sky. People sit at tables along the sidewalk, chatting over dinner and glasses of wine, the bars and restaurants busy. On my way to my apartment, I attract a few sideways glances—dirty dress under a hotel robe, slippers, split lip—but as is the way in a busy city, nobody really sees me.

The one woman who does—the one who approaches to ask if I need help—I gently brush off, assuring her that everything is fine. It’s not, of course, but she can’t help me with my problems. She couldn’t comprehend my problems.

I reach the cool, quiet lobby of my building, and the welcoming smile on the face of Brian, the day porter, helps me slip back into the persona of Jenny Brunelli.

“Hey, Brian,” I say, leaning on his desk. “Don’t ask—it was quite a night! Can I bother you for a spare key?”

He looks me over, doubt in his eyes. Despite this, he gives me a quirk of a smile and a nod. These guys must attend some kind of training on how to react discreetly to the weirdest of situations.

“No problemo, Ms. B. Is there anything I can do for you? You need anything?”

He scoops the key from a drawer and passes it over to me as I reply, “Nah, all good, thanks. Have you been on all day, Brian?”

“Since ten. I’m here for the next five hours.”

I offer an empathetic smile. “Long shift!”

“Yeah, Jed’s wife had the baby a couple days ago, so we’re trying to cover for him as much as we can. You sure you’re okay?”

I marvel at a world where people are doing wonderful and normal human things—babies, wives, friends. It’s all so simple, so ordinary. And so damn magical.

“I’m good, thanks.” I lean in and lower my voice. “Look, I’ve got a bit of a situation—a bad breakup. You can probably tell from looking at me it’s been rough. Did Jed say anything about anyone coming in that he didn’t recognize? Has anyone been looking for me today?”

I told Luca they wouldn’t be, and I hope I was right. Tomasso will be drawing up his next battle plans, and Pietro is his go-to guy for anything high tech—digital tracking, phone signals, cameras, liaising with local police to access their footage. I get the feeling that Pietro won’t be up to much of anything today, but it would be stupid to not be vigilant.

“Not a thing, Ms. B,” Brian replies, frowning. “And don’t you worry—I’ll be extra cautious for you, okay? You know we don’t let anybody up who isn’t on the list, but I’ll be sure to keep an eye out just in case.”

I place my hand over his and squeeze, and he blushes in return. Bless him.

“I appreciate that, Brian—but if you do see anyone, or if any men come looking for me, don’t try to stop them, okay? Just pick up the phone and let me know.” I really hope he doesn’t decide to be a hero. The last thing I need is to be responsible for him getting hurt.

He nods, and I thank him again before heading up in the elevator. Once I’m inside my apartment, I lean on the closed door and sigh my relief. There’s no place like home.

I take a quick shower, and it’s a real battle to not let myself get lost in the vivid images of my most recent shower. Or of the aftermath.

I wasn’t thinking clearly then, and I forgive myself for that under the shitty circumstances, but from now on, I need to keep a firmer grip on my behavior. If I’m going to solve this mystery, if I’m going to survive, then I need to cling hard to the rational side of my personality. I need to think, not fuck.

Once I’m clean and dressed, I allow myself to revel in the joy of fresh clothing before gathering up a few necessities—a couple outfits, my laptop, a spare phone, bricks of cash, and the little packages I keep stashed with new identities for emergencies. Passports, debit cards linked to funded checking accounts, driver’s licenses. Eventually, all I have left are the two things I truly came back here for, no matter the risk.

And it was a risk, of course. Regardless of what I said to Luca, there’s a chance they will come for me here. Tomasso could surprise me. And Brian, kind though he may be, is a middle-aged man carrying too many doughnuts over the waistband of his uniform. He would be no match for Vecchissime guards.

They wouldn’t kill him, I reassure myself. They wouldn’t risk that kind of exposure.

I retrieve my mother’s antique silver hairbrush from my dresser in the bedroom. It’s the last thing I have of hers, and I will never let it go. She used it to brush our hair as well as her own, and despite the passing of decades, I like to think that some of her is still there, twined between the pale cream bristles.

I sit on the edge of my bed, next to my framed picture of Serena and me from all those years ago. Two young girls with no idea of what the future had in store for them.

These things are precious. Irreplaceable. Worth any amount of risk to retrieve. I’m not sure Luca is capable of understanding, even if I had tried to explain. He’s been alive for hundreds of years, and I am guessing that life hasn’t treated him kindly. That if he ever had any sentimental attachments, he abandoned them a long time ago.

Packing the picture and hairbrush into my bag makes me feel sad to be leaving the place that I have called home off and on for so long. Who knows if I will be back. Who knows if I will return here, to my little haven in the sky.

I make coffee—this is definitely an evening that requires caffeine—and head out onto the balcony where I sit in one of the fold-out chairs and let the last of the day’s sun wash over me as I watch the world go by. Lord knows when I’ll have time for such small pleasures again. I could end up locked in a Cosca vamp safe house for the next ten years.

I watch the people below going about their business and the tour boats float by on the river. Work and pleasure; beginnings and middles and ends. The sounds of laughter and traffic float up to me, along with the booming microphoned voice of one of the tour guides out on the water, pointing out the bridges.

It’s all so good, so easy. The people down there have no idea of the other world that is wrapped around them like an invisible fist. No clue about the vampires that wait for dark, the witches hiding behind their herb gardens, or the shifters who work beside them in their human forms. The wolves who roam free in the woods. They lack any awareness of the myriad of other types of beings that share their existence, hidden in shadows and stories or striding along in plain sight. Of people like me, sitting here watching them, technically over a hundred years old.

Right now I feel every one of those years. I’m weary and washed-out and wish I could be blissfully ignorant alongside the humans.

Taking a long sip of my coffee, I give myself a mental kick in the ass. Wallowing in self-pity will get me nowhere. My time alone is dwindling, and I need to gather my thoughts. Say goodbye to childish dreams and welcome an unknown future. The part of me that still yearns for family, that pines for love and safety and longs to go home, must be silenced. It’s just a dream.

Five stories down, two young lovers stop on the street to kiss. I can almost feel their lust, their affection, and it makes me smile.

The smile vanishes when I hear my front door swing open, and I jump to my feet. I have been foolish—I am out here without a weapon. The sun will protect me from vamps, but these days my enemies come in more mundane forms. Thankfully, my amulet remains cool, which means it senses no danger. Still, adrenaline floods my veins. I’m pinned on my balcony, only a flimsy drape between me and whoever entered my apartment.

The list of people on my approved visitor list who also have a key is small, but it includes my alleged family. Telling Brian to take them off the list would have contradicted my breakup story, and I was confident my brother and grandfather wouldn’t come after me themselves.

I grab a heavy terracotta planter and heft the weight between my hands as footsteps approach.

“Sis?” His voice—a voice I once loved—fills me with dread. The coffee curdles in my stomach, and my hands develop a sudden tremor. “It’s me. I’m on my own, and I didn’t come here to hurt you, so whatever you’re planning to hit me with, please don’t.”

Pietro doesn’t scare me physically. Even with his height and meatier build, I’m stronger than he is and far better trained—not to mention infinitely more ruthless. But there are worse things than physical fear.

I can’t trust him. He was willing to go along with Tomasso’s sick plan. Willing to violate me—his own sister. Whatever I once felt for him needs to die.

He pulls aside the drape and stares at me and my planter. I briefly imagine smashing it straight onto his skull, scrambling his brains. I imagine it, but I don’t do it.

Holding his hands up in a gesture of surrender, he walks toward me. Dark, heavy rings around his eyes contrast the paleness of his face. The last time I saw him, he was unconscious, and I suspect he has a splitting headache.

“Can we talk?” he asks simply. “Or will you listen is what I really mean. He doesn’t know I’m here. I disabled all the cameras, the tracking device on the car—not that he’d know how to use it without me anyway. Nice job on the Spider, by the way. He was furious.”

Despite the circumstances, that makes me smile. Ha. Sometimes, when you don’t have many good choices in life, an act of petty revenge can really perk a girl up.

Pietro edges closer, still holding up his hands, his sandy hair blowing in the gentle breeze coming up from the river. He needs a haircut.

My mind clings to that trivial detail to try and distract me from the ugly truth—that my brother is not a good man. That this man was willing to screw his own sister.

“I’m sorry,” he says, tears shining in his eyes. “I can’t believe I let him make me do that. I have no excuse—I’m weak. Pathetic. He’s been this powerful presence in my life since I was little. He’s shaped me, and I’ve always believed in him. I … I let myself be blind to so much. I could say a million things here, but there’s only really one that matters. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. It’s over, okay?”

He runs out of steam, sits down on the other chair, and scrubs his face with his hands. “Please, Rosa, put down the killer pot. Sit with me. Let me beg your forgiveness at least. Hear me out.”

My amulet is still calm, and all I see when I look at him is a broken man. Against all logic, sympathy and affection rush through me. I want to pat his back, tell him it’s all going to be okay.

I put the plant down, drag my chair farther away from him, and sit. My coffee is cold, but I gulp it down to give my hands something to do.

“So,” I finally say. “Speak, then.” My words are harsh, my tone cold, but he deserves worse.

“God, now that I’m here, I don’t know what to say … Except you know what he’s like. He’s so convincing, and I’m so used to listening to him—to his word being law. He made it all sound so reasonable, so sensible. He was obsessed with this whole idea of the Capellis being the only family with a living Seer, and how we had to protect our heritage and keep the world safe and blah blah blah … It sounds unhinged now, I know, but he persuaded me. He really made me believe it all.”

Part of me is immediately intrigued. Tomasso said something about me being the last Seer last night, but it made no sense then, and it makes no sense now.

I slam my mug down on the table. “What’s this only Seer crap?”

“I’m not really sure, but a few things aren’t adding up. Looking back, he hasn’t been right for a while now.”

“He was never right, Pietro. You just couldn’t see it the way I did.”

“Maybe that’s true. I know you never got along.”

“Never got along?” I reply, incredulous. Does he really think it was that simple? He’s younger, sure, and he naturally turned to Tomasso when our parents died, but was he really so blind to everything that went on between me and our grandfather? “It was more than that, Pietro. He has made it clear that the wrong sister died that night. He always let me know that Serena should have survived, not me. The abuse I suffered at his hands …” I’m sick of dressing it up, of pretending to myself that it was some kind of old-fashioned discipline that went too far. My grandfather abused me. “He used a cane on me. I wasn’t much older than you were when we lost our parents the first time be beat me. So no, we didn’t ‘get along,’ as you put it. The man is a sick fuck, and you believed every word that came out of his damn mouth!” My voice is raised, and my anger and sadness make me ball my hands into tight fists.

“Okay, I believe you. But he wasn’t that monster with me, Rosa. He was the only person who made me feel safe after the fire. He raised me. I trusted him … Until now. Now I see him for what he is. I can’t believe he made me do it …”

“You keep saying that,” I snap, “as though you weren’t there. As though you weren’t part of it. When I was lying paralyzed on that bed, Pietro—brother—you looked plenty ready to do it. You were up for it!”

“He pumped me full of blue pills!” he protests, looking horrified. “You can’t believe that I’d actually respond to you that way?”

“Well, there’s something about having your brother’s erect dick in your face that clouds the judgment. And do you really think that makes it all okay? You didn’t desire me, but you were still willing to rape me?”

What color is left in his face drains completely, and he looks as though he might pass out. I fight off a wave of concern—he needs to hear this. He needs to feel this.

“I’m sorry,” he says again, shaking his head. “It’s really all I can say. And I’m relieved it didn’t happen. I’m glad … Who the fuck was that anyway? Tomasso says vamp from the way the guards were killed. I watched the camera footage, but he stayed in the shadows, and what I could see of him … Well, it was mainly blood.”

“Vamp, yes,” I say, staring at him. “My vamp. The only one who gave a shit about me.”

His expression flickers with distaste, and his eyes float to my neck. It’s obvious what he’s looking for.

“Really?” I say, laughing bitterly. “That’s what you’re bothered about right now? You’re wondering if your sister, the precious Capelli Seer, is getting bitten? Well, she is. She’s getting bitten and she’s getting fucked and she’s loving it—because he cared enough to stop what you, my own family, were about to do. So, who’s the bad guy here, Pietro?”

“But … It’s dangerous. They’re dangerous, you know that.”

“Do I? Do I really? We’ve all met vamps who aren’t dangerous, Pietro. They’re not all brutal killing machines. But in this case, you’re right—because this one is. He can be a monster, but at least he knows it. You’re just as much of a monster, but you seem to have persuaded yourself that none of it is your fault!”

He jumps as I sweep the coffee mug off the table, and it shatters on the floor, the last dregs of liquid draining out onto the stone.

“I know, okay! You’re right, about all of it. But I’m here, and I’m sorry, and I wanted to tell you what I suspect. I want to try and help you!”

I suck in a ragged breath and attempt to calm myself. If I get so angry I murder my brother, I’ll have to live with it for the rest of my sorry life, and I don’t deserve that fate—I already carry the guilt of killing one sibling.

“Right. Well. Talk then—what do you suspect?”

He studies me as though he’s trying to assess what level of threat I am right now. Pietro is a Maker, like Tomasso, and they are often both creative and practical. Our parents were Healers, and I yearn for some of that right now—someone to soothe, to reassure, to make it all okay again. They’re gone, though, and I am not a child anymore.

“None of this I know for fact,” he says eventually, “but I have my suspicions that he actually wants you to be the only Seer. He’s old now, and not as careful as he once was, and he let something slip a while ago. Something about Anna Lombardi.”

That name again, I think. The long-dead Seer who I never even knew. Why does she keep cropping up? I gesture for him to continue, and he nods.

“It wasn’t much, but he said something like ‘it was a pity, but it had to happen.’ It was weird, and he shut up straight away, like he realized he’d spoken out of turn. And Paola … When we heard the news about Paola, he wasn’t surprised, Rosa. He made some shocked noises when her father called to tell us, but I spotted it because I know him. He … he already knew.”

I turn the information over in my mind. The way he questioned me the day I went over there to discuss things, making me admit that I never felt like my own life was under threat regardless of the near-constant Calls. How the two of them reacted when I mentioned the name Kurt. “Who is Kurt?” My question obviously catches Pietro unawares.

He visibly weighs his options before responding. “I’m not sure. But his name has come up. I heard Tomasso talking to him on the phone one night when he didn’t know I was in the house. They were discussing money transfers and a schedule, and that’s all I know. I didn’t think anything of it until you asked about him. Even then, you didn’t give me enough information to go on—I assumed he was just someone who worked for Tomasso.”

“And you didn’t wonder why he denied all knowledge of him that day?”

“Yeah, I did wonder—and I checked the books. There was no record of a Kurt of any kind being on the payroll, and when I went over Tomasso’s phone records, the number he called was dead. And then … Well, then things went haywire.”

By haywire, he means that Tomasso revealed his master plan to boost the Capelli gene pool. Jesus.

What does all of this mean, apart from the obvious—that I am descended from a family of sociopaths? Who is Kurt, and why does Luca think he is a danger to me? And what does my grandfather have to do with the death of Anna Lombardi and the attack on Paola Bianchi? None of it makes any sense, and the only person I want to talk to about all of this is Luca. He’s older than me and will have seen countless battles and family disputes and Cosca intrigues. He will have a different perspective.

A powerful sense of yearning pulls at me. I snuck away from him, and he will be awake now and will not be pleased to discover me gone. I didn’t give him the chance to come here. I didn’t try and explain why I wanted to come back. I just did my usual thing—struck out on my own, no matter the risks.

I glance at the sun slowly sinking in the sky, near to setting now, and wonder how long it will be before he risks coming after me. He’s awake. I felt him trying to make contact earlier, the faint touch of his voice in my mind before I shut him down. I need to keep my head clear for a little while longer—plus, he sounded pissed, and I am not in the mood to listen to an alpha male vamp lecture me on my poor choices.

“Sis?” Pietro says, his voice somehow distant. “Are you still there?”

“Don’t call me sis,” I reply. “You’ve lost the right to that word. What are you going to do now, Pietro? Will you go back to him?”

I’ve deliberately kept Luca’s name out of this conversation, because I still don’t trust my brother. I don’t want to give him any information he might use against us—because while he seems genuinely regretful, who really knows? It could be an act, or it could be temporary.

“No,” he says firmly. “Never. I can’t face him ever again after what he tried to make me do. Your vamp … Tell him thank you from me. It was worth the fucking headache I ended up with after he threw me across the room. I’d rather have died than have dealt with the rest of my life knowing what I did to you. And I knew … It wouldn’t have stopped until you were pregnant, and who the fuck knows how long that might have taken? So tell him thank you. From me.”

I shudder at the reminder of what almost happened. At the thought of being held captive in Tomasso’s mansion while my brother repeatedly tried to knock me up. “I will. Though I warn you, he wants you dead.”

“Yeah, well, there’s a lot of that going around. What about you, sis—sorry, what about you, Rosa? Do you think you can ever forgive me?”

It’s a big question, and not one I can come close to answering. I can’t even look at him without feeling sick, but that might pass. We have many years ahead of us, decades to make things right. Maybe one day he will be my brother again.

“Ah, fuck it,” he says, his words dripping with weariness. “It doesn’t matter if you can or not. I can never forgive myself. I’m sorry. For everything.”

He stands abruptly and, before I can respond, throws himself over the balcony.
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LUCA

Ican’t believe I fucking fell asleep. My one job was to keep her safe, and I failed.

I woke up alone, reaching out to the cool, empty space where she should be, and my first reaction was to feel sad. Me, the big bad vampire, was about to cry into his pillow because some woman skipped out on him after a night of spooning.

Except, of course, she’s not merely some woman. She’s Rosa Capelli, and for whatever reason, blood spell or not, she is my woman.

She’s also a pig-headed pain in the ass who thinks she can take on the whole world alone. A woman who is so used to relying only on herself that she can’t accept help. I was hoping last night would have cured her of that, but it seems not. When I find her, we are going to have a serious talk—even if I have to tie her up and gag her to make her listen.

My body responds to that image in predictable fashion. She might like being tied up and gagged a bit too much. I would certainly enjoy it.

I lift the drape and the screen to glance out the window and jump back at the sizzle of sunlight against my flesh. At least the sun is heading in the right direction—it will be dusk before too long, and I can handle that.

I’m pretty sure I know where she went—back to her precious apartment. She could be walking straight into a trap, and there’s nothing I can do about it. She could have been taken while I was still knocked out. The thought has panic rolling over me in wave after annoying wave.

Last night ended with her in my arms—warm and cocooned and safe, as she should be. I stayed awake and listened to her breathing and soothed her when she cried out. She was like a small animal burrowing into its den, its safe place.

I like the idea of being Rosa’s safe place a whole lot more than I should. It all felt so fucking natural. So undeniably right. And that terrified me. I was determined to stay awake all day if I needed to. To protect her. Epic fail.

I head into the bathroom and take in the aftermath of the night before. The mirror above the sink is cracked, and all the little toiletries lie scattered around the tiles. I picture her on her knees, her tongue on my cock, her palm cupping my balls. My body heats as I recall how good it felt to sink myself deep inside her, to taste her blood on my lips.

I slam my fist into the wall, and it goes all the way through to the bedroom. Shit. Now I’ve made a mess of the hotel room and have blood oozing from my knuckles. I really need to get a grip of myself. Losing my cool will get us both killed.

I go and sit down on the bed that’s still drenched in the smell of her and reach out to her with my mind. The first time I did it was trial and error and good fortune, or maybe magic—who knows?

This time, all I get when I stretch out a mental line toward her is a big fat nothing. I get so far and then I hit a barrier, and nothing I do seems to get around it. It’s different from when she was drugged—there was nothing there. This is a big solid no. Looks like the blocking thing works both ways.

“Rosa,” I growl aloud. “Let me in, right now!”

She doesn’t, and I give up. I already know how stubborn she can be. At least it means she’s safe and well enough to resist me. But I hate that she’s keeping me at arm’s length, even if I have only myself to blame.

Since she’s okay for the time being and I’m stuck here for a while longer, I finally do what I should have done hours ago—call Don Vincenzo. The man owns me, and I can’t put it off any longer. I was transformed by his sister Giulia, and I passed to him when he took over the family—which he did by persuading me to kill her.

I didn’t take a lot of persuading. The woman was depraved and cruel. She imprisoned people within the walls of her home, held rigidly still in chains, tubes made of animal intestines inserted into their arteries. The tubes were run into her chambers, and she’d suck from one whenever she wanted until the supply went dry—usually after weeks of agony for the unfortunate soul on the other end. Even by our standards, it was harsh. Sometimes I can still hear their screams.

Once I was fully grown, she’d fuck me, use me however she wanted, and make me stay with her in her bed—listening to them beg and whimper and plead for someone to kill them, laughing at their agony. When Vincenzo planned his coup, I was all in, and after it was done, I tore the walls of that room apart with my bare hands and killed every single human left alive behind them.

Vincenzo owned me then, and he owns me now. I am bound to him until he lets me go, which I’m guessing will be never. These days, he’s every bit as depraved as his sister was. Nobody was meant to live so long.

“Is she dead? Do you have her?” he asks as soon as he answers, his voice brittle, like fingernails down a chalkboard. I grimace at the sound of an agonized scream in the background and fight to stop myself from picturing whatever madness is going on there.

“Why do you want her?” I reply. He won’t appreciate the lack of respect, but I need information. I need to know what the hell he has planned for her, if anything. He hisses, and every cell in my body recoils. His displeasure physically hurts me, but I suck it up. If I carry on down this path, there’ll be plenty more to come.

“That is not your concern, boy. You have your orders. You kill her or you bring her to me—nothing more. Though I wonder why you ask,” he taunts. “I wonder if the pretty little malocchio has caught your eye.” He pauses, and his voice deepens. “I wonder if you understand the consequences of disobeying me.”

When he’s finished speaking, pain worms its way through my chest. My heart might beat slowly, but it still beats, and like any creature, once that stops, I stop. Vincenzo is silent, but I picture his smile as he rummages around in my rib cage. He enjoys this. Enjoys my pain.

I hold my hand to my chest, screw up my eyes against the agony. I won’t give him the satisfaction. “I understand,” I say through gritted teeth. The searing hurt abruptly ends, and I take a deep breath before continuing. “I only ask because things are … complicated here. I don’t want to let you down. Don Vincenzo, what do you know about the Capellis? About Tomasso Capelli?”

This could go either way—he could be intrigued, trust my judgment enough to hear me out. Or he could decide I’m being insolent and squeeze my heart until it explodes. I steel myself, but the silence stretches without any accompanying pain.

“He is old,” he finally answers. “He is Vecchissime. He is not what he seems. Why do you ask? We have heard the news about the Bianchi malocchio. In case you were curious, child, it was not us.”

By “us” he could mean the Firenzes, he could mean any of the Cosca families, or he could mean vampirekind in general. Impossible to know—and dangerous to push.

“What is he, then, if not what he seems?” I ask, aware that Tomasso Capelli is not some classic old granddaddy figure, some genial nonnino with a twinkle in his eye and candy in his pocket. Aware that there’s a lot more going on here than meets the eye.

“He is the head of a centuries-old Italian family. He has a small army at his fingertips and controls business interests all over the world. He moves in the shadows, though he pretends to be a creature of the light. He crushes all of those who oppose him and puts the needs of his own above all others,” Vincenzo answers, a hint of amusement in his voice now. “What does that sound like to you?”

“It sounds like a Cosca Don.”

“Sì, it does, doesn’t it? In all but name, it is. I have been watching him for some time now, figlio mio. Seeing the changes he has been making. Studying the way he moves pieces across the board, even when they don’t belong to him. He is a man who will sacrifice anything, including their precious children.”

I turn over his words. There’s more he isn’t telling me. He wants me to feel ten steps behind. He wants me to try and catch up before he deigns to carry on. Everything’s a power play with Vincenzo.

“Anna Lombardi,” I finally say. It all makes sense. “He was the one who killed Anna Lombardi—and then stepped up to play peacemaker …”

“Exactly, Luca. He secured his preeminence among his own kind and gained the respect of ours by averting a war that he himself had started. It was bold—the work of a mastermind. I would very much like to pin him down, open his skull, and see what is inside his brain.”

I have no doubt he means this literally. This is a man who was born in the 1400s, and no amount of science will ever change him.

“He’s been fascinating to watch,” the Don continues. “He has extended his power, overshadowed the other Vecchissime. He owns senators and congressmen and the heads of corporations. He even owns vampires, pays them to do his bidding. What do you think would happen if the Capellis were the only Vecchissime family left?”

“The same that would happen if the Firenzes were the only Cosca left. There’d be a power vacuum, and you’d move in and take control. Of everything.”

Blood feuds, greed, brutality, power grabs—those are all things I understand. Things I grew up with. Men like Vincenzo and Tomasso do not think the way others do. They are never content, never happy, and are constantly searching for more. Looking for avenues to gain, to take, to expand. And if the Capellis end up as the strongest of the Vecchissime families—the only one with a viable Seer bloodline—then that would put Tomasso at the top of a damn tall tree.

“I can hear the cogs of your brain turning, Luca. Is this all clear enough for you now? The Vecchissime are nothing without Seers. They are the heart—take them away and the Vecchissime are shit.”

“But why? I mean, the Seers are useful, powerful in their own right, but so are the Makers and Healers. Why are Seers so important to their structure?”

Another scream erupts in the background, and Carlos yells at someone.

“You have been around for a long time, Luca, but not as long as me. Before the Bargain, things were different. The Seers then were not what they are now. You do not need to understand it all. You simply need to understand why the Capelli girl must be killed—to cause chaos—or brought to me, to be kept … safe. If Tomasso continues the way he is going, and if the others who might restrain him are weak, then he will have too much power. He will challenge us, and he might even win. I will not let that happen, and neither will you. I will give you some rope for now, Luca. Make sure you don’t hang yourself with it.”

A blast of pain hits my chest, and I fall back onto the bed gasping as the line goes dead.

It stops as suddenly as it began, leaving me weak with relief. I rub my ribs and drag myself back upright. That was him putting me in my place. Playing with me.

Some of what he said makes sense, but a lot of it doesn’t. The Seers have been an effective tool against vampires for centuries. What would happen to the families without them? I need to ask her. And to do that, I need to reach her. After that, a whole world of pain is headed my direction. I really did not like the way Vincenzo said he would keep her “safe.”

Damn. I can’t sit here thinking about it all day, waiting for the sun to go down. Every second she’s away from me is a second she could be harmed. I’m up and out within minutes. The sun is still infuriatingly bright in the sky, and my skin sizzles as I dash through the shadows of concrete and find a small gift shop, its shelves brimming with tourist tat. I emerge with a golf umbrella to use as a parasol and a baseball cap that tells the world I heart Chicago. Jesus, what has Rosa done to me?

I make my way to the place she showed me last night, staying under cover of the buildings when I can, using the parasol when I can’t. There are some minor burns, but I make it to her place in one piece and find a nearby restaurant with shaded outdoor seating.

I’m unsure which building is hers, never mind which apartment, and I spend a few minutes scanning them all. Eventually, I catch sight of her. Five stories up, facing the river behind me, on a balcony that is still drenched in sunshine. Clever girl.

A man is on the balcony with her, his face obscured by the glare of the sun, and I try not to panic. They’re both seated and appear to be having a conversation. It’s too far away for even my hearing to pick out individual words, but there’s no sign of conflict. I remind myself that Rosa isn’t some damsel in distress. No matter how much I want to scale the side of the building and carry her away, she wouldn’t thank me for it. She doesn’t always need the monster in me, because there’s a sliver of monster in her as well.

I strain my ears, hoping to pick up a thread, but all I get is a low-level mumble. As I watch, the man stands and moves to the edge of the balcony.

I jump to my feet, sending my table crashing into the group of noisy young men beside me. Their shouts barely register as I mentally scramble for a way to reach Rosa before her brother can do any more damage.

I’m still trying to come up with something when Rosa’s scream pierces the air. My attention flies to the balcony in time to see Pietro hurtling toward the ground, limbs flailing. A sudden rush of mental static tells me our connection has come back online. At first, there’s only an incoherent jumble of noise and terror, but I immediately open my mind to her.

Help him! she yells. If you’re out there, please don’t let him die.

His body slams down on the roof of a car, bounces, and rolls to the sidewalk with a sickening thud. I will try, bella, I send back, hoping she can hear me. I’m not sure I can help him, though.

There’s a split second of shocked silence, and then all hell breaks loose. People start shouting and howling, traffic screeches to a stop, horns blaring, and finally one man breaks free of the communal stupor and runs toward Pietro’s broken body.

I look up at the hovering sun. This will hurt, but I need to do it. I pull my I-heart-Chicago cap down low on my forehead and dash out into the chaos.

I grab the bystander who is attempting CPR on a body already twitching in its final death throes and hold his cheeks. Panic flares in his eyes as he looks at me.

“I’m a doctor,” I say calmly, letting my will smother his, “and all you will remember is that I tried to help.”

When I release him, he sinks to his ass, nodding silently, and I turn back to Pietro. Ignoring the heat searing the bare skin of my hands, I listen. It’s faint, but there’s still a heartbeat. For one fleeting moment, I consider letting him go. He deserves to die, and it would be better for her if he was gone—but I can still hear her in my head, babbling at me, telling me she’s coming, she’s on her way, begging me not to let him go.

I growl and tear into the flesh of my wrist with my fangs. Ignoring the twitches and the limbs twisted at wrong angles and the blown-out pupils of his eyes, I pull Pietro’s mouth open and drip blood between his lips. It flows freely and some spills over his chin, but I shove myself close enough that a red trickle reaches his mouth.

It might work, might not. I don’t give a shit either way, but she does, and that’s what matters.

Rosa appears at my side, her panic palpable, a scent that hovers over her. She must have jumped down whole staircases to get here so fast, and she lands on her knees next to me, skidding into her brother’s trembling body.

“Is he alive?” she asks, her voice a jagged line of pain. “Will he be okay?”

“I don’t know. But we need to get out of here. Someone will have dialed 911 by now, and I need to get out of the sun.”

She whips her green eyes toward me and takes in the burns on my hand, the smoke that I know is rising from the back of my neck, and the sun that still isn’t quite low enough in the sky.

“Umbrella,” I mutter. “On the patio of the restaurant.”

She leaps to her feet, understanding immediately. Within seconds, she’s back and holding the damn thing over me. Feeling stronger straight away, I take it from her, only now realizing how close I came to my own death. All because of her love of this battered piece of shit lying on the ground between us.

I grab her chin and force her to look at me instead of her brother. Her breathing is too fast, too ragged, her chest heaving and her eyes huge with shock.

“He might make it, but we need to move. Now. If he gets taken to the hospital, you’ll lose him. You won’t help him if you break down. We need transportation—can you manage that? Can you go and get whatever you need from your apartment and then find us a way out of here?”

Her expression clears, and her heart rate slows. She runs her fingertips over the singed skin on my cheek and gives a firm nod. After telling me to deal with crowd control, she dashes back inside her apartment building.

There are more people around now, and this isn’t like where we burned the Spider—this is the middle of the city, and first responders will be here in no time.

Most of the crowd hovers in the background, looking on in various stages of shock, but there are a few who venture closer with their phones out. I look into each of their eyes and tell them a similar thing to what I told the first guy: “I’m a doctor. I’m going to save him. You will not remember any of this, and you will delete any footage you have.” I wait until I’m sure, until I see the tell-tale numbness, the combination of confusion and acceptance, and then I turn my attention back to Pietro.

He’s still alive, but barely. His legs are twisted, his ribs fractured, and his eyes stare unseeing at the slowly darkening sky, his pupils blown. Fuck. What have I done? I have no idea whether vampire blood can bring someone back from this state. Will he be stuck like this forever?

“Luca!” She shouts my name aloud this time, and I look beyond the small crowd to the entrance of her building. She has an overnight bag on her shoulder and is gesturing for me to come to her.

I drop the umbrella, hoist Pietro’s body into my arms, and run toward her, keeping my head down. The cap shields me from the worst of the dropping sun. Fuck knows what damage I’m doing to her brother, carrying him like this, but it can’t be helped.

Inside the lobby, Rosa is standing with a middle-aged guy in a gray uniform. He’s under her thrall, his expression showing the same low-level confusion as the people outside. Her powers are weaker than mine but sufficient for nudging someone in the right direction, and he probably knows her well enough to trust the face she wears for the rest of the world.

“Brian, thank you again,” she says, nodding at me. She’s all business now, her breathing settled and steady, no sign of her earlier panic. She’s the Capelli Seer, not a fragile and traumatized woman. “Don’t forget now, the maintenance van is supposed to be gone for a few days. It was all arranged, and there’s no need to report it stolen, is there?”

“Not if you say so, Ms. B. Is everything … all right?” His eyes flick to me, and I know how I must look. Burned skin, red rings blazing around my pupils, blood still dripping from my torn wrist, an injured man in my arms. I can see him trying to escape her control, trying to figure this shit out.

“Everything’s fine, Brian. This man is my friend. He’s not the one who hurt me, and you don’t need to worry. I’ll be away for a while, just like normal. I’m leaving you and Jed a little tip, okay? In case I don’t see you before Christmas. You take care now, you hear me? You’re a good man.” She stands on tiptoe and plants a little kiss on his cheek, and despite the strangeness of the situation, Brian manages a happy smile.

After placing a bundle of bills on the desk, she leads me down a flight of stairs to a quiet underground parking lot. I follow her toward a small white van that has the words “McManus Maintenance” painted on the side, along with cartoon pictures of a ladder and various tools.

Without a word, she throws open the back doors, and I lay Pietro in there, amid dust sheets and paintbrushes and the smell of sawdust. I climb into the front next to her, and she shoves the keys in the ignition and starts the engine.

She pauses and turns to me, eyes glowing green. “Thank you,” she says simply. “Again.”
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CHAPTER 16
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ROSA

We’re in a motel off the highway right across the Pennsylvania border, where we’re enjoying the luxury of our own leaky shower and a TV that only seems to show reruns of Hill Street Blues. We’ve driven for eight hours, and everything I’ve eaten has come from a vending machine or a fryer.

All things considered, it could be worse.

Pietro is in a connecting room with Luca, who has been feeding him blood every couple hours since we ran from Chicago. He’s still alive, and there’s been a flicker of movement from his eyelids that I’ve been working to convince myself is voluntary. I have no idea if he’ll recover, but for the time being, I will settle for him not being dead. It’s more than I could have hoped for when I saw him take a swan dive off my balcony.

Whenever my mind goes back to that horrifying moment, it short-circuits—like someone shoved my brain into a microwave. I’ve been around a long time and faced a lot of different situations, but nothing prepared me for how to react when my evil rapist brother begged for forgiveness, then tried to kill himself before my very eyes.

To say it’s complicated would be an understatement, and there’s a lot to unpack, but for now, I’m focusing on putting one foot in front of the other. The bottom line is that when I thought he was going to die, I was devastated, and I let that emotion take over. Eventually, I might decide to kill him myself, but for now, I’m grateful to have him in the room next to me, still breathing.

Not as grateful as I am for an empty bladder, the warm water that washed away the last several hours, and the flat surface I lie on, finally resting. Look at me—Rosa Capelli: A walking advertisement for a positive mental outlook.

It’s approaching dawn, and Luca has patched over the motel room windows with those foil screens you put in your windshield on sunny days. We picked them up at a gas station in Kalamazoo, along with candy, potato chips, and caffeine drinks, all gone now. All consumed by me, obviously. Luca needs to feed too, but our options have been limited, and I can tell he’s cautious about the whole dinnertime thing around me.

Maybe he thinks I’ll go all Vecchissime Seer on his ass if he grabs a snack—and it’s not like he hasn’t had opportunities. We stopped at an all-night diner a few hours back, and the waitress there was eating him up with her eyes. Brushing her boobs against him as she poured his coffee, giggling as she flipped her hair. Literally begging to be bitten, the tramp. It was like I didn’t exist.

He must have been tempted, but his eyes never once flared red, so either he’s not as hungry as I thought, or he’s doing a great job of hiding it.

He’s damn good at hiding things. I have no idea what he’s thinking most of the time. We spent hours in a moving vehicle together, but we barely spoke. He was weak from his burns, and I was in a state of high adrenaline as I got us the hell out of dodge. Now that we are somewhere he has deemed safe enough to stop, we need to talk, but all I want to do is rest.

The man himself walks through the door that connects our room to Pietro’s. There’s a tell-tale red stain on his wrist, and I wonder if it hurts—I mean, it’s got to, right? Tearing your own flesh open with your teeth? Even if it heals up again, it’s got to sting.

He’s still wearing his stupid I-heart-Chicago hat and pulls it off as I stare. He runs long fingers through the rumpled mass of his hair and says, “He’s settled if you want to see him.” His tone is flat and neutral, and he must be conflicted about this. He thinks Pietro is the scum of the earth and deserves to die. He may be right.

I nod and move past him into the next room. It is dark except for the vague red glow given off by the fire escape light, and my brother is a shady figure, lying still on the bed. I take a deep breath and walk toward him. I cannot quite quell the image of the last time I was on a bed with him, and a lick of nausea slithers into my belly.

I sit by his side and study his pale face. He looks so young asleep like this—or unconscious like this, I suppose. Like he did when he was a child. When times were simpler and our family was whole. It feels like a lifetime ago, because it was.

I reach out and brush the hair from his forehead. His eyes move around beneath his lids and his breathing speeds up.

“Hey, bro,” I say, slipping my hand around his limp fingers. “Not a clue if you’re in there or not. If you can even hear me. But if you can, that was a real dick move. Even in the context of the last twenty-four hours, that was a major dick move. I lost Serena, and I lost Angie, and I lost our parents—what the fuck, Pietro? You planned to leave me alone with Tomasso?” I am getting angry, and some of that anger spills into my voice. If I want him back, that’s probably not the sensible approach.

“Anyway,” I continue, taking it down a notch. “If that was your plan, it sucked—and it didn’t work. You’re still here, Pietro, still in the land of the living. That might not be what you wanted, but it’s what you’ve got. So if you were serious when you said you were sorry, when you said you wanted to help me, then come back. Come back and help me. We’ll keep pumping you full of vamp blood, and that’ll keep your heart beating … But I think the rest might be up to you. Come back, baby brother. Don’t let our story end here, okay?”

I might be imagining it—I am exhausted, stressed, running on Reese’s Pieces—but I think I feel the vaguest hint of movement around my fingers. The slightest suggestion of a squeeze.

I’d like to drop a kiss onto his pallid cheek, but it is too soon for that. Too soon for my affection to override my recent memories. I give his hand a pat and leave him. It’s not like he’s going anywhere.

I walk back into the room I’m sharing with Luca just as he emerges from the shower, a white towel tied around his waist. His thick, dark hair is damp, curled against his skin, and his eyes are intense as they find mine. I gaze at the tattoo, which I’ve now seen in all its glory. The body of the black-and-silver dragon dominates his back, stretching its wings over his shoulders and down around his chest. It is a symbol of his commitment to the Cosca—to this Don Vincenzo asshole—but it is still beautiful. He is beautiful.

I have made so many vows to myself over the last few hours. Vows to remain clear-minded, focused, levelheaded. Vows to think before I act. Vows to keep my damn hands off this man.

Yet when I look at him now, his eyebrow quirked as he tries to figure out my mood, all I feel is thankful. And yeah, a little bit turned on. Without him, Pietro would be dead. Fuck it, without him, I might be dead—or living one of those fates worse than. Without him, I might never have had the courage to finally escape Tomasso.

There is so much I want to say to him, but none of it feels quite right. A mere thank you comes nowhere close. I gulp down the emotion and aim for some of that clear-minded thinking I was so determined to find. I go to my travel bag and unpack the few items I brought with me. I lay them out on the table—laptop, phone, cash, IDs. Clean panties, always important. A set of different-sized stakes in a fabric roll. Finally, I find what I now realize I was looking for all along. The hairbrush. The photo.

I sit at the rickety stool and hold them to me. I set the brush on my lap and look at Serena, and I just sit.

I sense him behind me, feel his hands come to my shoulders, his touch gentle and reassuring. I lean back, letting my head rest on his body.

“These are what you went back for, carissima?” he says, his voice a low rumble.

I nod, and he runs his fingers through my hair, smoothing it down. It feels impossibly good.

“This is your sister, no? Tell me about her.”

“She was … She was amazing, Luca. We were more than sisters. We were part of each other. And ever since she died, I’ve felt like that part of me is missing. I … I couldn’t leave this behind. It must sound stupid to you, but this photo, this hairbrush, they’re all I have left, and I just couldn’t leave them behind.”

“It doesn’t sound stupid, Rosa. It sounds like love. And I’m so sorry I didn’t understand that. I didn’t give you the chance to explain why you wanted to go back. I just told you no. It’s … it’s hard for me to bend. To give as well as take. It’s hard for me to remember what love feels like.” Emotion makes his voice crack, and I put the framed picture down on the table and turn to face him. He is so much more than he seems on the surface, so much more than the monster I’d expect from a Cosca vampire. My hand goes to his chest, floats across the wings of his dragon.

“You lost her.” He gazes at Serena’s smiling face. “And that still hurts you.”

“It does,” I reply softly. “Losing all of them hurt, but especially her. My parents died peacefully, in their bed, still in each other’s arms. The smoke got them before the fire. And Angie? Well, we don’t know about Angie. Her body was so badly burned we didn’t recognize her—but again, she was still in her bed. Serena … She wasn’t so lucky. She was trying to escape. Her skin melted from her face, Luca. And I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget that. Especially because it should have been me.”

“Why do you say that, bella? What makes you think you should have died instead of her?”

“Because she should have been at a ball on the other side of town. She didn’t want to go, and I was bored and always looking for ways to rebel, and we swapped all the time. Even our parents couldn’t tell us apart. So she stayed home, and I went to the ball, and then I snuck off to a dance club in Bronzeville. I was dancing as she burned, Luca, and it should have been me.”

He grabs my hands and yanks me to my feet. My head jerks back, and he crushes me tight to his body.

“No, Rosa, bella. That isn’t true. That can’t be true. What happened was terrible, truly awful, but you were meant to be here now. Meant to be with me. Meant to be mine.”

“How do you know that? How can you be so sure? Tomasso has never forgiven me. I’ve never forgiven me.”

He holds my face between his big hands, smoothing my hair away from the tears that I am horrified to find flowing down my cheeks. He kisses them away, slowly, softly, and each gentle touch of his lips makes me feel calmer. Safer. More cherished than I have ever felt in my life.

“Would she want you to live like this, my love? Would Serena want you to be half alive, always doubting, always feeling second best?”

I think of her that night, the last night I saw her alive. She was full of gentle mischief, helping me dress, making me promise to come home with stories and gossip. I spent the whole night storing up funny things to tell her, snippets I knew would amuse her. They were tales she never got to hear.

She died in agony—I saw her body, with its twisted face and torn fingers. I saw the pain that her last moments brought her. But despite all of that, he’s right—she wouldn’t want me to live like this. She loved me the same way I loved her.

She might have died—but she would want me to live.

I look up into Luca’s eyes. See the concern, the comfort. The rings of silver around deep-brown irises. He said I was meant to be his, and that feels right, so inexplicably right—and I want him with every cell in my body. Even now, floored with emotion, I want him. My pulse races at the intensity of his gaze, at the need I suddenly have to feel all of him against me. He notices straight away, a small smirk quirking the corner of those lush lips.

Without another word, he lifts me into his arms and carries me to the bed, where he props himself over me and lowers his mouth to mine. His kiss has me squirming beneath him, trying to pull him down on top of me.

He resists and gives me a smile that is full of dark promise. “You know the rules of the game—you move, I stop. Let me make you feel better, cara mia. Allow me to switch that busy little mind of yours off for a while. Let me be gentle with you until you beg me to be more.”

I run my hand through his hair and sigh at the feel of its thick waves before placing my arms by my sides. “I’ve never been very good at obeying rules … And I’m not sure gentle is something I deserve.”

“Of course it is, bella. Let me show you.” He sits up so he’s straddling me and casts the damp towel aside. His cock is big and thick and ready, and I suck in a breath. That doesn’t look at all gentle, but I’m not going to complain. I’ve felt it inside me and know how good it will feel to have it inside me again. I’m already wet, and I can’t help wriggling up against him and urging him forward.

He shakes his head, and his grin makes it obvious that he wanted me to move and must have known that I would. He tugs a pillowcase from a pillow behind my head and effortlessly rips it into strips. “Do you need some help, Rosa?” He holds the ribbons of fabric in front of my eyes. “Do you need me to help you behave yourself?”

“I’m not a child,” I say defiantly, letting out some of my frustration. “And you don’t get to tell me how to behave!”

“No, you are not a child. And I don’t get to tell you how to behave—not unless you want me to. Do you want me to?”

He slides his hand under my tank top and keeps his eyes on mine as he rolls one taut nipple between his fingers. It feels like a bolt of electricity radiates from his contact point through my whole body. Fuck. He licks his lips, showing me a hint of fang, and all the blood in my body flows straight to my pussy. Double fuck.

“Yes,” I murmur.

“What was that?” he says, caressing the other nipple. “I didn’t quite hear you.”

He did. Of course he did. This man can hear the blood in my veins.

“Yes!” I repeat, glaring up at him. “Yes, I want you to help me behave myself, you big ugly bastard.”

He throws back his head and guffaws, all the while holding me still. “I see you’re a work in progress.” He jumps off me in a blur, and before I know it, the bed is shoved forward and my wrists are tied to the bed posts. When I pull against the fabric, I find that it’s secure but doesn’t hurt. I’m not going anywhere without significant effort. I might be stronger than most women, but each wrist is bound twice over.

He doubles up the naked pillow and props it behind my head.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“I want you to be able to see everything I’m going to do to you. Last chance, Rosa—say you’ve changed your mind and you’re free to go. I’ll sleep on the couch, and you can have this whole big bed to yourself.”

I hate the thought of having this whole big bed to myself, and I’m sure he knows that—but as excited as I am by the promise of what comes next, part of my brain isn’t ready to let go.

“You’ve tied me up,” I say quietly as he climbs back between my legs.

“I know.”

“So … umm … Shouldn’t we have, like, a safe word or something?”

He runs one hand between my breasts, across the chain of my amulet, and up to my throat. He turns my face to one side and kisses my neck so very gently.

“Nothing is going to happen that you don’t want to happen,” he growls into my ear. “And we don’t need a safe word—I can read your body like a book. I feel every beat of your pulse, every spike of your heart. I can scent the need on you, feel your clit throbbing and your pussy soaking. I know what you need before you do, Rosa, and I fully intend to give it to you.” He nips my skin, then takes his mouth away.

He straddles my hips and rips my tank top from my body. The ring around his pupils flashes silver as he grins down at my exposed breasts. I ache for him to touch them, to suck them, to play with my nipples, but all he does is look. I want to scream for him to get on with it, but that will only delay things. He will punish me for it, and I am so desperate for his hands to be on me that I stay silent.

“Good girl,” he eventually says, skimming his hands over my tied wrists, down my arms to my shoulders, across my throat, leaving a trail of fire on my skin as he inches closer to my breasts. He grazes both nipples, the barest of touches, and I arch toward him, unable to stop the reaction. He warns me with a raised eyebrow, and I lie still.

My reward is his mouth, hot and wet and demanding, moving from one nipple to the other. As he sucks on me, he brings his knee up between my legs. The pressure hits my pussy at exactly the right point to make me moan.

“I love your tits,” he says, gazing down at me. “One day soon I’m going to come all over them. Look at those nipples—so tight, so puckered up at a bit of pain. Begging for attention, like the rest of you. Rub yourself against me, bella. I know you want to.”

I grind into his knee and get the most sublime rush from the friction. A flood of moisture pools between my legs, and he goes back to my nipples, sucking and biting in perfect timing with what’s going on below, each wave of pleasure bringing me closer to orgasm.

I am on the brink when he pulls back. His mouth leaves my nipple, his hands leave my breasts, and his knee—his wonderful fucking knee!—is taken away. I am left frustrated and thrusting toward nothing at all.

“Not yet, my love,” he murmurs. “Not yet. The best things are worth waiting for, you’ll see.”

I close my eyes and groan, and when I open them, his face is inches from mine. “Open your mouth,” he says, his voice low and commanding.

I do as I’m told, and he runs his fingertips along my lips, molding them and pushing them, then puts two fingers inside. I feel him probing and exploring, and it is strange and hot and almost unbearably intimate.

“Suck,” he instructs, and god help me, I do. I suck his fingers so hard, running my tongue over them, biting at them, keeping my eyes on his the whole time. His pupils are huge, and his cock shoves at me through my pants. A trail of saliva pools on my chin as he finger-fucks my mouth, and I don’t care. It’s dirty and invasive and has no right to feel as good as it does. Growling, he pulls his hand away and leans down and kisses me so hard our teeth clash and our lips claw at each other, his tongue going everywhere his fingers did.

It ends abruptly, and he is at the bottom of the bed, leaving me dizzy. I lift my head to see what sweet torture he has planned for me next.

He tugs my sweatpants off and stands staring at my pink panties. At the damp patch I know is spreading across them. God, he is magnificent—his broad shoulders, the bulk of his tattooed chest, that enormous cock jutting proudly upright. He takes hold of his shaft and squeezes it slowly up and down as he gazes at my pussy. “You like what you see, Rosa? You like my cock?”

“Yes,” I manage to say. “I like it a lot.”

“Good, because it’s going into every hole you’ve got sooner or later.”

I swallow hard. Every hole I’ve got will welcome him.

He puts his hands on my ankles, pushes my legs wide, and kneels between them with his palm on my mound. Even through the fabric of my panties, his touch burns, and I moan as he presses his fingers down on me.

“So wet already, cara mia, and we’ve only just begun.”

He slides one long finger inside the silky cloth and strokes my clit with a featherlight touch that leaves me gasping his name. So soft it’s barely there, teasing and playing and bringing me so close to orgasm with each slow drag. His mouth drops down to join his hand, and he pushes the material of my panties inside me with his tongue. It’s not enough, and I can’t stop myself from tugging at my restraints.

After one more nuzzle, he lifts away and tears my underwear from my body with a growl. He pushes my thighs farther apart, and the silver of his eyes flares around the black. His lips curve as he studies my pussy like he’s trying to memorize it.

“Beautiful,” he says, pulling open my wet lips and running one finger through the moisture. He leans down and gently blows on my clit. “Beautiful—and mine. You’re going to taste so fucking good. Tell me what you want now, Rosa. Tell me what you want me to do with this gorgeous cunt.” He slips one finger inside me as he speaks, keeps it in there, moving and probing and brushing that sweet spot that makes me squirm. I feel his breath on me with every word he says.

“Please, Luca.” I’m desperate for him to make me come, desperate for him to touch me with his mouth. With his tongue. I need him to push me over the edge I’ve been balanced on for too long.

“Please what?” He removes his finger from inside me. “What is it you want?”

“I want you to eat me out, Luca … I want you to lick me and kiss me and make me come.”

He inhales, relishing the scent of my need, and runs his tongue slowly and firmly along the crease of my core. My body starts to shake, but he holds my hips steady with his hands.

His tongue moves lazily in and out of me, a delicious intrusion, before he starts to lap at me. Steady, consistent, up and down over my clit, backward and forward and on and on and on, driving me wild. He knows exactly what rhythm to use, exactly what pressure I need. The sensations build up inside me, like a river crashing into a dam, and I am so fucking close to coming apart. He increases the speed, amplifies the intensity, and just as my orgasm starts to tear through me, he slides two fingers into my wet heat.

He’s licking me on the outside and filling me on the inside, and all I can feel in the whole damn world is him—his touch, his tongue, his fingers. As the waves crash through my body, he sucks my clit into his mouth and holds it there, and all the pleasure melds with a luscious edge of pain as I explode. I shudder against his face, around his fingers, and scream his name, my whole body bucking under the onslaught of ecstasy.

Still he holds me, his face buried between my legs, his fingers deep inside me. Only when the final spasms of bliss have jerked their way through my body does he look up.

I see his eyes through the haze of my comedown, red now mingled with the silver. Delicious fear grips me, and my amulet flares hot. He is both hungry and turned on. I am prey as well as recreation.

“Bite me,” I say. “You’re hungry, and I’m food. Bite me.”

He battles between need and doubt, and I hook one still-trembling leg over his shoulder and say simply, “I trust you.”

Hissing, he hefts my leg higher, exposing my inner thigh to his touch, and strokes me gently.

“No.” I jerk back when he gets close to my pussy. “Don’t. I can’t come again this soon … Ohhh, god!”

As he sinks his fangs into the flesh of my thigh and starts to suck, he slips one finger inside me and rubs his thumb over my wet, swollen bud. The sucking builds, and so does the rubbing, mouth and fingers in perfect sync. Everything throbs at the same time, turning me into a pulsating mass of pleasure. My body beats in time with his sucking, with his touch. The orgasm hurtles toward me with impossible speed until … Fuck! I explode again, so aroused that I squirt juices on him.

I go limp while his mouth is still on me and look down to find his hand around his cock, squeezing up and down. His movements are fast and jerky, and he shudders. His hot seed splashes against me, my name a low snarl. When he’s done, he seals the wound and sits back on his haunches.

He looks spent but triumphant. Our eyes meet, and he gives me a crooked smile.

“Untie me,” I whisper. “Please.”

After staggering around to the back of the bed, he pulls the strained loops of fabric loose and collapses at my side, then rolls me into his arms and drops kisses on my hair.

“I think,” I say slowly, inhaling the scent of him, “that we might have made a mess.”

“Blood and cum. The stuff of life. So, we’ll leave a tip for housekeeping.”

I smile, his heart beating against my cheek. His pulse is usually so slow it’s barely noticeable, but this moment is far from usual. This moment is a place I’ve never visited.

“That was … something else,” I admit. “You’ve clearly been practicing. How many women do you think you’ve fucked? And is it always like this?” The question floods me with violent jealousy. Which is so stupid. There will have been hundreds, if not thousands. It’s not like either of us was a blushing virgin when we met—yet I somehow feel like every time Luca makes me come is the first time it’s ever happened to me.

“A few, bella, a few. And no, it is not always like this. You … The taste of you, the smell of you … No, never like this. And I won’t be fucking anyone but you now, I promise.”

“Good. Because just so you know, if you did, I’d have to stake you.” The way I feel right now, I don’t think I’m joking.

“I would expect nothing less, my vicious little malocchio. Rest assured that any man who so much as looks at you will receive similar treatment.”

I’ve always hated possessive men. Jealous types. The ones who were so intrigued by my apparent lack of interest in them after sex that they became obsessed. The ones who tried to control me. Yet here I am, wrapped up in this alpha predator who was born when women were literally property, and I’m loving every second of it.

“And of these few women … Did any of them matter?” I ask. “Were any of them more than sex and a snack?”

He falls silent. Have I gone too far? Pushed for a level of intimacy that he isn’t ready for? Maybe he’s more comfortable using his mouth on my pussy than using it to talk about himself.

“There was one,” he replies eventually, his calm voice belying the tension in his body.

I dust his dragon wings with a kiss. “What happened?”

“She died. Badly. I have never forgiven myself, cara mia. I think you know how that feels, no?”

Suddenly cold, I drag the covers over us and burrow into his arms. “I do. You know I do. But like you said to me earlier, is that what she would have wanted?”

“Probably not. She was a simple girl. Sweet and loving and kind. She was too good for me.”

I wrap a leg around his hips and hoist him closer. “Well,” I say, stroking his cheekbone, “that’s not a problem you’ll have with me. I’m not that good at all.”
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LUCA

She sleeps in my arms, so soft, so trusting, so vulnerable. So perfect in every way. If it’s up to me, she will never leave my side again. I don’t care if this is because of a blood spell—I never want it to end.

I can still smell the sex we had earlier. My cum. Hers. The background scent of lemons. She snores gently, and I smile. She’s even more beautiful while she sleeps.

I hold her close and glory in the memory of it all. Her lying helpless on the bed, trying so hard to be still as I played with her. The way she squirted all over my hand. The taste of her blood. Merda. I haven’t known anything like it before. I was unaware how empty my life was until she came into it and filled it up.

She’s worth fighting and dying for. Worth living for. She might be the one who was tied up, but I am her servant.

I watch her for hours, scared that something will change if I let myself sleep. That I’ll wake up to a new reality, one without her in it.

Despite that fear, I’m drifting off when she sits upright, her eyes open and dazed. She grips the sheets and mumbled words spill from her mouth. Then her fingers go to the amulet around her neck, and I realize that she’s not simply dreaming—she’s being Called.

From what she’s told me, the Call can come night or day, and her visions are hyper-realistic. She’s often carried inside the mind of the predators who require intervention. I hate the thought of her being so close to the kind of filth she hunts. They may be vampires, but they’re not my people, and I know exactly how depraved these monsters can be. I know because I’m one of the worst of us.

Mumbling incoherently, she climbs out of bed, and I leap into her path and gently shake her bare shoulders. “Rosa! Rosa, come back to me.”

Her eyes unfocused, she knees me in the balls so hard I double over. Fuck. I was not expecting that. For a moment, I forgot what she was. She walks to the table, unrolls the pack of stakes she brought with her, and pulls one out.

Shit. I have no idea what she plans to do with that thing and I don’t want to hurt her, but I can’t let her use it on me. I push her arm away firmly, knocking the stake out of her grip, and block the kick that she aims at my stomach. Once I get behind her, I wrap my arms around her body, trapping hers at her sides.

She puts up a fight and manages to catch my nose in a reverse headbutt. Eventually I have her lifted off the ground, but she continues to kick her feet and claw at my skin with her nails. Jesus, she’s strong. Not to mention vicious. Her naked ass bounces against me, and I decide here and now that one day, when the world is less fucked up, we’re going to have a lot of fun using fighting as foreplay.

She’s showing no signs of calming down or giving up, and I throw her onto the bed in a furious heap. She immediately flips back up, snarling, her fingers twisted into hooks that she’d love to sink into my eyes. As she flies toward me, I slap her hard across the face, and she falls back onto the sheets. I hate everything about it—the sound it makes, the fact that I’ve hurt her—no matter how much it needed to be done.

Thankfully, it snaps her out of her vision, and she lies there, blinking up at me, her hand going to her cheek.

“Bella, I’m so sorry!” I stroke her hair back away from her face and check her over for signs of injury. “You were out of control—I had to stop you.”

She opens and closes her jaw a few times, then gives me a big smile. “All good. Still got my teeth. Looks like I gave you a bit of a crack too. I think your nose might be broken.”

“Yeah. My balls as well. You’re quite the hellcat when you get going.”

“Why, thank you. Now hold still for a minute. Let’s fix that before it heals wrong and spoils your handsome old vampire face.” She crouches in front of me, and I can’t help wincing as she yanks the cartilage of my nose back into place. It’s not the first time it’s happened, and it probably won’t be the last, but it’s never going to be fun.

We sit there for a moment, examining each other’s faces, and eventually she laughs. It’s a good laugh—loud and pure and genuine.

“We are so fucked up. Normal couples get embarrassed when they fart in bed—we just beat the crap out of each other and look at us now.”

“Yeah, well. We’re not a normal couple, are we?”

“We’re not a normal anything,” she says. “I had a vision.”

“I thought as much from the cloudy eyes and the creepy stake grab and the fact that you kneed me in the balls. I happen to know that you’re usually very fond of my balls.”

“I am, yeah. They’re my favorite balls in the whole history of balls. But I suppose you were in the way.” She pauses for a moment before continuing. “When I’m Called, it’s all I can see. It’s one of the reasons I’ve never had a sleepover kind of relationship—it’s pretty hard to explain to a civilian. I still feel it now. It’s Kurt.”

That name keeps coming up. He’s the one who wants to hurt her. My blood boils, and I fire questions at her. “What did he say? What did he look like? Where was he?” Anger has clouded my mind, because of course the last question is the most important. If he’s somewhere close, we need to prepare to fight. And he needs to prepare to die.

“He looked like the Partridge Family’s evil cousin. You know, that kind of seventies vibe some of the younger ones cling to? Charlie Manson chic.”

I do know. The hair-not-growing thing really bothers some of them, so they spend decades looking exactly the same as when they were transformed.

“He didn’t know I was there,” she continues, frowning. “That’s normal, by the way—they never know I’m there with them. That’s why I was so freaked out when you Called me that night and were able to speak to me and …”

“Gave you a mind-blowing orgasm?” I offer.

“Yeah, that.” She actually blushes, which is about the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. I can forgive this woman anything, broken nose included.

“He was at an airport, Luca. And the boards behind him … They said Cairo! Fuck! He’s going for Paola.”

She leaps up and grabs one of the burner phones she left out before we went to bed. She frowns as she stabs out a number. “Donatella, is that you?” she says.

A female voice can be heard over the sounds of glasses clinking, people laughing, and loud dance music. “Rosa! What the hell’s going on with you? Tomasso told everyone you’ve been kidnapped and that Pietro is missing, presumed dead, and⁠—”

“Donna, shut the fuck up. We don’t have time for that. Are you still in Cairo? Are you at a party?”

“Yes, I’m still in Cairo, and yes, of course I’m at a party! Have you met me?”

Rosa rolls her eyes, and I get the impression that this is a lifelong ritual, a pattern that has developed over decades.

“Leave the party, Donatella. And go to Paola. She’s in danger. There’s a vamp headed her way. Name’s Kurt. He’s part of this—part of these Calls we’ve all been getting. There’s more to it, but I don’t have time to explain right now. You need to get to Paola and keep her safe.”

The background noise fades, and I imagine the Agostini Seer moving to a quiet space.

“Rosa, calm the fuck down—Paola is fine. She left for Cape Town this morning. Her parents decided she needed to be closer to home.”

“She’s not in Cairo?” Rosa echoes, her voice a combination of relief and confusion.

“No, like I just told you! She’s safe.” There’s a heavy pause. “But what about you? Tomasso said⁠—”

“Does he know?” Rosa snaps. “Does he know that she’s been moved?”

“No, they only decided today, and Tomasso seemed preoccupied. They didn’t want to bother him. Seriously though, Rosa. Have you been fucking kidnapped or what?”

“Yeah. I was kidnapped,” Rosa says, and sadness flickers across her face. She was, of course—grabbed, drugged, tossed into a van, held captive. Just not by me. “But it’s complicated. Look, Donna, I can’t talk now, but we should meet. Can you get to New York?”

I snatch the phone from her hand before she can say another word and crush it in my fist, then throw it to the floor and stamp on it for good measure.

“Luca, what the hell?” she demands, eyes blazing.

“You can’t trust her!” I snap right back, getting in her face, towering over her. Bullying her but not giving a shit because it needs to be done. “You don’t know what’s going on. Neither of us does. She could be part of this thing.”

Her chest rises and falls with each deep breath, and she forces her hands out of fists and flexes her fingers straight. She was ready to fight but is forcing herself down. Maybe I need to do the fucking same.

“What thing?” She snatches a pair of fresh panties from the table and hops from leg to leg as she puts them on. After she adds her sweatpants, she picks up the two halves of the tank top I destroyed and scowls.

“I’ll buy you a new one,” I mutter.

“Good. We can have a trip to the mall together, and you can get me a new fucking phone as well. Get dressed, will you? I can’t concentrate with your ass in my line of sight.”

I can’t keep the grin off my face. “Too distracting for you, bella?”

“Yeah, I’m not quite sure if I want to grab it or kick it. Look, before we go any further, we need to talk. And before that, could you go check on Pietro? I need to get some food, and I’ll see you back here in ten.”

The thought of her leaving this room, leaving my protection, makes all my instincts surge, and without noticing I’m doing it, I place myself between her and the door.

“Give it a rest, Luca,” she says, angry, but also … sad? Frustrated? She’s allowed to feel those things. Those things and more.

Her hand goes up to my chest, her fingers gentle on my skin. She looks up at me and smiles. Just a smile, but my heart shatters.

“I know you want to protect me and keep me safe. But I’m literally walking a hundred yards to the vending machine, and I don’t think the vending machine is part of an evil plot to kill me, okay? Plus, I need some air. I need a break. Don’t make me sneak out again.”

I lift her hand to my face and kiss her palm. Even that small touch makes her pulse race, and I do it again just because I can. She’s right, of course. I could keep her here. I could tie her up again—this time not for pleasure. I could hold her prisoner. But how would that make me any better than her family? Than her enemies? Besides, she’d simply do as she’s threatening and sneak out. She’s strong, resourceful, and clever. She would find a way.

I nod and step aside, careful to avoid the searing blast of sunlight that floods the room when she opens the door. I tell myself she’ll be fine and throw on some clothes.

In the adjoining room, Pietro lies in a crumpled heap under the sheets. Time to feed the asshole again.

His eyes are open and far more alert than before. He sees me looming above him and grunts. His breathing comes more easily, and I can sense the oxygen flowing through his veins. He’s getting better, and I’m not sure how I feel about that.

“I heard you last night, you vamp bastard,” he says, his voice a croaky whisper. “I heard you fucking my sister.”

“Yeah?” I tear into my skin and shove my wrist over his mouth. “Were you jealous? Do you think that should be your job?”

He struggles against my grip, but I hold onto his hair and ram his mouth over the wound.

“I have no problem with letting you die, you twisted fuck. In fact, I’d enjoy helping you on your way. But for some reason, Rosa still loves you, and she gives a damn about keeping you alive. And as long as that’s what she wants, that’s what she’ll get, you hear me?”

He chokes on my blood, and I enjoy his panic until I let him go. His head falls back onto the pillow, red splashes spilling down his chin as he splutters.

He tries to lift a hand to his face to wipe it away but fails. His body is still too damaged. He stares away from me and waits for me to leave.

I decide to disappoint him. “I heard things too, last night.” I grab his chin and twist his face so he’s looking at me. “She thinks you regret it. That you’re sorry. She thinks you want to help her. Is any of that true?”

“All of it,” he snaps. “All of it is true. I tried to kill myself, for fuck’s sake, so I couldn’t ever be used against her again.”

I let go of his face, leaving bloody fingerprints on his skin. “I’m not so sure about that,” I say, tucking his sheets around him as though I give a shit. “I think you threw yourself off that balcony because you couldn’t face yourself in the mirror. You have no backbone. No integrity. No honor. You’re a weak, spineless, cowardly piece of shit.”

He’s furious. It goes against everything he thought his family stood for to be lectured on morality by a vamp. He was raised believing they were the good guys, and it must be a mind-fuck to realize he could be wrong. Tears shine in his eyes, and if I thought I couldn’t despise him more, I was wrong. Now I want to torture him for all eternity.

“You might be right,” he mumbles. “But thanks to you, I’m a cowardly piece of shit who’s still here. So maybe I can also be of some use to you. To her. You know she’s not safe, right? You know that while he’s around, he’ll still want to use her?”

“What happens when one of your families loses their Seer?” The Don described the Seers as the heart of each Vecchissime family, but nobody has better insight than a member of one of those families. “Why do they matter so much?”

“They matter because they are everything. Without them, we’re any other old bloodline. Some of us are good at Making, some of us are Healers, but it all started with the Seers. The women who stood between human and vampire. In the time before the Bargain, they were in charge. They called the shots and made us who we are. After the deal was signed, well … Things changed. Vamps were more under control; the witches saw to that. The world moved on.”

“And the men took over,” I fill in for him. “The Seers became a useful tool, and nothing more.”

“Yeah, that’s about the size of it. With the vamps behaving, the Makers and Healers came to the forefront. But they’re still … They’re still special. Seers have the power, if they choose to use it, to take it all back. To rule. At least that’s what I’ve pieced together. You’ve been around forever—why don’t you know?”

He has a point, but I remember nothing from before I was transformed, the day the Bargain was sealed. Since then, I’ve lived for centuries and seen so much. Wars, space travel, tiny computers you carry in your pocket. TikTok. A lot of change. But when you’re living it, when it is simply everyday life, one week, one month, one year at a time, that change feels gradual, not cataclysmic.

“I just don’t, Pietro. That’s why I’m asking. Are you telling me the Seers are more powerful than the other Vecchissime?”

“I think so. It’s not like Tomasso shares this shit with me, you know? It’s what I’ve pieced together, but I could be wrong.” He sounds exhausted, his head flopped sideways on the blood-stained pillow.

I should let him rest. I’m not going to. “So I’ll ask again, what happens to Vecchissime when they lose their Seer?”

“It’s only happened a couple of times. Most recently with Anna Lombardi. Partly it’s grief, partly it’s … I don’t know, something seems to break. It might have happened to us when Serena died, but we had Rosa—the first-ever twin Seers. The Lombardis didn’t have that, and they’re done. Folded. They live on an island in the middle of a fucking lake in Italy and never see anyone. They shut down, retreated. The other Seers picked up the slack, and the other families took over their business concerns. So that’s what happens, okay? It’s a fucking disaster.”

“Can’t there just … be a new Seer? Other members of the family?”

He scoffs. “No.”

“Why not?”

His response explains the frustration in his expression. “I don’t know, okay? It’s complicated and mysterious, and nobody really understands it. But it seems like once there’s been a Seer born to a family in a generation, that’s all we get. So if we lose them … Well, they remain lost. Hence my grandfather’s obsession with Rosa producing heirs.”

“With you, her own brother,” I add. His eyes close, and I relish his pain and shame. “And Tomasso? Your precious old nonnino? You think he was part of that? Because I do. I believe he had Anna Lombardi killed, and I think he’s the one behind everything that’s happening to the Seers right now. If what I suspect is true, he wants to kill them all, apart from the one he wants to control. He wants to rule the world, and he’s making sure no Seers will be able to challenge him.”

Pietro’s eyes widen. He didn’t expect such insight from a big, stupid monster who kills to live and lives to kill. “I think you’re right,” he murmurs. “That’s what he wants.”

“And what if he gets his way? If he becomes the leader of the only family left standing, and Rosa is under his thumb?” More to the point, I realize, if he gets his way and Rosa produces a new Seer, he won’t need her at all. He’ll kill her once she’s not useful to him.

Pietro shakes his head, and there’s a spark of something other than self-pity in his eyes. For the first time, I see a man with a sharp brain, trying to unravel a mystery. “I don’t know,” he says quietly.

“Well, don’t worry about that.” I stand and pat him on the cheek. “Because it’s never going to fucking happen.” I stare into his eyes and push my will toward him. “Now go to sleep, fuckface. And dream of being a better man.”

His lids close immediately, whatever ability he had to fight off a charm lost between his feeble state and the fact that he’s pumped full of my blood.

Rosa passed the window a few seconds ago, and we need to talk.

“Hi honey, I’m home,” she calls, walking in as I close the door to Pietro’s room behind me. She dumps an armful of candy bars and potato chips on the bed. I really need to start paying better attention to what she eats, especially if she’s feeding me.

“How is he?” she asks.

“Good. Improving. He managed a few words, and now he’s sleeping.”

The joy in her expression makes keeping him alive worthwhile, and I marvel again at how she can be genetically related to the other Capellis. Maybe she was switched at birth. Or witched at birth, if Minnie’s thoughts on the subject hold up. I really need to talk to Rosa about that, but not until I know more. She has enough to deal with already, without me dumping a load of maybes on her.

She thinks she has no illusions about Tomasso, but he’s still her family, and if Pietro and I are right, I don’t look forward to breaking the news of the depths of his conspiracy to her. Most of all, though, I need to get her somewhere safe, and I won’t allow anything to delay that.

“We’ve stayed off-grid thanks to your bundles of cash—which, by the way, well done—but we should get moving.”

She finishes devouring her chocolate bar and shrugs. “A girl’s got to be prepared. And I think you’re right. We do need to get moving. From what Donatella said—before we were so rudely interrupted,” she adds, giving me a pointed look. “Tomasso has put out the word that I’ve been abducted. He’s probably at least partway to figuring out who you are by now. If he has this Kurt dude on the books, he probably has other vamps. There will be people he can question—the staff at the hotel, at my building. Anyone we didn’t manage to persuade you were actually a doctor.”

She casts her eyes over me, and I know how I look. I look big and brutal and bad, and the idea of me being in medical school at any stage of my life is frankly ridiculous.

“I like the thought of you as a doctor,” she says, her gaze lingering on my hands.

My cock immediately springs to life, and I shake my head in mock disapproval. “Much as I’d love to give you an internal, Ms. Capelli, we need to make some plans. We need to talk, not fuck.”

She nods, pulls a face, and starts on the next candy bar. “Yeah. I know. So here’s what I think: My grandfather was responsible for the death of Anna Lombardi and the attempt on Paola and for all the other messed-up shit. I think it’s a power play. Kill the Seers, destroy the families, take full control of the lot. He’s been planning it for decades, all the while pretending to be the dignified elder statesman.”

I stare at her, at this slender woman curled up on my bed surrounded by potato chips, and think yet again how easy it is to underestimate her. She’s been through hell and is on the run from the only life—the only family—she has ever known. She’s stuck with a blood-sucking monster who belongs to the ancient boss of a criminal supernatural organization, and she’s gone from seeing vamps as the enemy to seeing me as someone she trusts enough to bite into her femoral artery while I finger-fuck her.

That’s a lot of change. A lot of movement, a lot to take. Yet she’s got it all figured out. She put the pieces together as quickly as I did, and now she’s sitting here, calmly talking about it as though it’s another day at the office.

“I suppose the question is,” she says, licking chocolate from her fingers, “what the fuck are we going to do to stop him?”
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ROSA

We stay in the motel for the rest of the day, making plans, talking through our options, and coming to the conclusion that they’re all crap.

The net is closing in on us. It doesn’t matter that I haven’t used credit cards or an ATM or my old phone that was lost the night of the party at Tomasso’s. If my grandfather—god, I really need to stop calling him that—is using vamps, then it’s not a big leap from that to one of them questioning Brian or Jed. They will charm him, and it won’t take long before Brian remembers that I talked to him about the van. That I disappeared with a big tattooed dude with burns on his face who was carrying my brother in his arms.

It doesn’t matter that we have Pietro. My brother thinks Tomasso is entirely dependent on him for tech support, and to some extent, I’m sure that’s true. Tomasso is not a fan of technology. He sees it as necessary but vulgar.

But Pietro is not irreplaceable, and Tomasso is a Maker. He is practical, good at logistics, at seeing connections and finding creative solutions. He will recruit someone to help him, and from what Luca has been telling me, he has more resources than I imagined.

I wouldn’t ordinarily accept the word of a vampire Don like Vincenzo, but what he told Luca makes sense. Tomasso has always been deeply immersed in the business side of our family—not only in making money, but in building his empire. Expanding his legacy. It’s one of the reasons he was so set on me producing an heir. He was eager to share all his toys with the next generation of Capellis.

Now I understand a little better why he’s so obsessed with security, why he lives the way he does. Why he has more guards than the rest of the Vecchissime put together. He’s been making moves, causing ripples, quietly stretching out his influence. Personally, I think he’s a greedy, egocentric asshole, but I’m sure he’s justified it all to himself as being “for the family.”

I wonder when it all started—when he made himself the hero of his own territorial fantasies. Prior to Anna’s murder, obviously, but how much earlier? When Serena and I were born and he realized he had a double-whammy chance at getting two brand-new Capelli Seers? Before that? No fucking clue, and I don’t suppose it matters. It is what it is, and looking backward will get us nowhere.

At least, I think as I watch Luca get some shut-eye, I’m not doing this entirely alone. It’s a complicated situation, and whenever I let myself think too much, I realize I shouldn’t trust him. I should be cautious and not let myself get in too deep. What I feel for him clouds my mind and clouds my body, and it clouds the whole way I see the world.

He is lying on the bed, limbs splayed, bare chest on display as he rests. One thigh is uncovered, thick with muscle, and one bare foot peeks out. For some reason, the bare foot undoes me, and I walk over to kiss his forehead. He barely moves, only lets out a small murmur as my lips touch him. It’s sweet—which is definitely not a word I thought I’d ever use about a man like him.

I cover him with the sheets and go into Pietro’s room. He’s still asleep, as he has been for hours now, but it’s time for him to wake up. I shake him by the shoulders and have to smile as he gradually comes to consciousness. He was never a morning person. Mama had to go and do this exact thing every day, at least an hour before he needed to leave for school. She ruffled his hair and called him her little sleepyhead, and he pleaded for ten more minutes.

Everything has changed since then, of course. For starters, she’s dead.

“Rise and shine, baby bro! Luca tells me you’re doing well—even managed a few words?”

He croaks out a dry laugh, and I wonder what those words were. Given the way the two men feel about each other, they probably weren’t polite ones. He wipes the crusts of sleep from the corners of his eyes. “Huh,” he says. “I can move my hands now. That’s new.”

“That’s vamp blood for you. Plus, you know, your own. What about your legs? Do you think you can walk?”

He concentrates and grunts and eventually sighs. “No dice. I can’t even feel them. Which is bad, because I really need to take a piss.”

“You want me to help you to the bathroom or leave you with a bottle?” I really hope it’s the latter. I am so not up for seeing his dick again. Or ever.

“Bottle will do fine. What’s the plan?”

“Glad you asked. I’m about to sneak out and steal a car. I’m thinking soccer-mom style—big enough for you to lie down, but nothing that stands out. Then, when Luca wakes up from his power nap, we pile in for a road trip.”

“Where are we going?”

“New York, New York.”

I stay quiet as he tries to solve the puzzle. “He’s Cosca, isn’t he?” he finally says. “And if it’s New York, then it’s Firenze. And if it’s Firenze, it’s Don Vincenzo, and he’s a monster! The stories about him …”

I frown, surprised at how quickly he got there—and his knowledge of Don Vincenzo. His brain works at the speed of a microchip, but I had no idea my brother’s world included all of this.

“Right on all counts. Why do you know this and I don’t?” Young Seers are taught the basics of vampire history and lore to help us better understand our potential allies and enemies. But the Coscas were not on the syllabus. Or it’s possible I was asleep that day—I wasn’t the most dedicated student. Since then, like Donatella, I haven’t needed to know more. Their ability to coexist allows them to fly under our radar.

“Because it wasn’t relevant, I suppose. The Coscas don’t trouble us. They play the game, obey their own rules, stay in their lane. Except their lane is pretty fucking big, includes some deeply shady shit, and makes billions of dollars each year.”

He glances up at me. “Tomasso was fascinated by them, had huge files on them all, and I picked up some stuff along the way. Look, I know you’re hung up on this Luca guy, but you need to be careful. Don Vincenzo is not to be messed with, and if Luca belongs to him, then neither is he.”

Too late. I’ve messed with him in all kinds of ways already. “What do you mean, ‘belongs’ to him?” I ask, the word leaping out at me.

“Okay, so I’m no expert, but as I understand it, there are different levels of service within the Coscas. You know the human Mafia?”

“Only from The Sopranos.”

He laughs, and the sound makes me smile. Old instinct.

“Right. Well, forget about that. So in a Cosca, the Don is the chief—the head of the fucking snake. Then he’ll have a counselor, who is usually swapped in from a different clan at birth.”

“Swapped in at birth?”

“Yeah. Don’t ask me why—something to do with them having clearer eyes, not being weighed down by family history, whatever. Then there’ll maybe be family members—in Vincenzo’s case, a daughter—either adopted or biological, if that small miracle has happened.”

It’s extremely rare for vamps to have natural children—technically possible, but hugely against the odds. I don’t know what those odds are, though. A million to one? A thousand to one? Jeez. I should probably find out more about that, given the circumstances.

“Then under that,” he continues, oblivious to my little side panic, “there’ll be a second-in-command, and the second will have their own people, and on and on it goes, right down to the foot soldiers. The big guys, the ones near the top? They’re usually raised in it. Sold and sworn in as kids. Sometimes before then.”

I drink in this new information and try to imagine the messed-up world Luca grew up in. The night we met, which feels like forever ago, he mentioned that his birth mother was a maid who sold him. Now I have an idea what he was sold into.

“So, like, he could be bought out?” I ask.

“No clue. But if he’s high enough in the chain, he’ll be sworn in blood to the Don. You can’t trust him, Rosa.”

I stare at my brother, with his too-long sandy hair and dark circles beneath his tired eyes, and wonder if he sees the irony of his words. If he realizes how hypocritical it is for him to lecture me on who I can trust after what he tried to do.

He looks away, stares at the ceiling, and I guess the answer is yes, he does.

I pass him a water bottle and leave him to it. I have a car to steal, and I really need to get some fresh fruit. My insides are starting to feel like a chemical plant. I didn’t think it was possible to get tired of candy, but I am learning new things about myself every day.

I pull up the hood of my jacket and jog into town. Before long, I see signs of suburban life—a gas station, a small retail park with a few big-box stores, three different businesses offering dog grooming. They must really love their dogs here.

Eventually, I slow to a steady walk—a young woman finishing up her morning run—and pause in the doorway of a closed Irish pub. I fish out one of the burner phones and dial Donatella’s number.

I don’t care what Luca thinks; I trust her. I have to trust someone. There’s no answer, so I leave a message. “Hope you’re on your way. I’ll keep this on. Find me, and don’t tell Tomasso anything, especially where Paola is.”

Job done, I stop at a small grocery store that has crates of apples, pears, and potatoes outside—“Fresh from the Farm” according to the handwritten sign.

I scoop up a few pieces of fruit and head inside to pay. On my way out, my amulet flares to life. I sniff the air and try not to react as I pick up an unfamiliar scent.

Not wanting to appear spooked, I take my time strolling down the street, eating my juicy apple, window shopping, and going into a small coffee shop for a latte. All the time, I subtly check reflections in the storefronts.

I see nothing, which is annoying. I’d feel better if I knew what I was dealing with. The only person I consistently spot is a little girl with blond braids, maybe eight or nine, leading an adorable yellow lab puppy on a leash.

They don’t look like any hit squad I’ve ever seen, but the scent and my instincts are telling me there’s a shifter nearby. It won’t be a vamp, not at this time of day.

I can’t risk staking a sweet little girl and her pooch and then finding out I was wrong. I head into another café and order a meatball sub. It smells meaty and delicious, and I gnaw on it as I wander toward an alleyway at the edge of town.

Luca. I call out to him with my mind. Are you there?

Nothing. Fuck’s sake. Men in the morning—they’re all the same.

LUCA! I yell, throwing everything I have at it, all the while trying to appear unconcerned to anyone who might be watching. Wake up, you lazy asshole.

A wave of static hits my ears, and then an amused drawl. Good morning to you as well, darling. Where are you?

It might be morning, but it’s not that good. I’m in town. Think I’ve got a shifter on my tail.

Silence.

I picture him sitting up, scowling, trying to figure out how to come save me on a bright summer day.

I’m okay. All under control.

I take a bite of my sub and let out a groan. My god, this is delicious. And I don’t have to talk with my mouth full while I’m communicating with Luca.

Are you still there? Are you safe, Rosa?

Yeah, sorry. Distracted by meatballs. I’m going to be heading back there with a car, and I need you and Pietro packed up and ready to move, all right?

All right, he answers. Be careful. And we will be discussing this later.

Yeah, yeah. I’ll look forward to the lecture. I casually drop part of my meatball sub as I walk down the alley, then stop and turn around to look. The dog walks straight past it, tail wagging as it ambles toward me with its young owner.

Right. That’s no puppy. Only the best-trained dog would leave a delicious meatball lying on the sidewalk without so much as a sniff. I have a moment of regret, mourning my lost sandwich.

Then I drop everything I’m holding—coffee, fruit, sub—and grab both stakes from my jacket. I sprint toward them so fast the girl looks comically scared, and cannonball right into her. The impact knocks her to the ground, the leash tangles around her legs, and the pup yaps and snaps at me.

I don’t have long, so I slam one stake through her hand, right in the center of the palm, and then I ignore every instinct I have and force myself to drive the other one through the puppy’s paw. Not a puppy, not a little girl, I repeat. But the sounds they make are pretty convincing.

Shit, what if I made a mistake? What if this particular dog doesn’t like meatballs? As I stare at it, though, the snout and floppy ears begin to shrink, and instead of yelping, it barks out a very human “Fuck!”

The little girl is crying like a little girl, but her braids have disappeared, leaving behind a military-style buzzcut.

They can’t change fully back into their human forms while they’re injured, so different parts keep morphing—a hand instead of a paw, an ass instead of a tail, giant size-twelve feet on the child. Yeah. Shifters for sure.

I’d like to question them, but I don’t have time. There’s no one around, but this is a small town, and the noise will attract attention. Leaving my stakes in them, I run all the way to the small parking lot at the edge of Main Street, then slow to a casual stroll.

I don’t spot cameras, but just in case, I keep my hood up and pulled tight around my face. A man walks toward me with a fluffed-up poodle on a leash, and I inhale deeply. Human, canine, all entirely normal. Judging by the perfume tickling my nostrils, they’re on their way back from one of the multitudinous grooming salons. The man clicks the unlock button on his key and is about to climb into a big brown Chevy Trailblazer.

I don’t want to hurt him—or get bitten by a poodle—but I have to risk it. I grab his face between my hands and stare into his eyes, overwhelming his will with mine. “I need your car, and you’re going to lend it to me. I’m real sorry. I’ll leave you some cash in case you need a cab. You won’t report your car missing until this time tomorrow, okay?”

He nods witlessly, and I shove some loose bills into his shirt pocket. I pat the poodle, take the keys, and exit like the proverbial bat escaping hell. It only takes me a few minutes to reach the motel, and as soon as I pull up, Luca emerges from our room, a sheet thrown over his head and shoulders and Pietro in his arms.

As he dumps my protesting brother in the back seat, I leave the motor running and dash back in for my packed bag. I look around for a few seconds, feeling a weird sense of fondness for the place. It might be a shitty motel room, but I had some great orgasms here.

When I get back outside, Luca is in the front seat, completely covered to protect himself from the sun, and despite the circumstances, I laugh. “You look like Casper the unfriendly ghost!” I exclaim, shifting the SUV into drive.

“Did you kill them?” he growls. “You better have killed them.”

“No. I didn’t have it in me to murder a puppy, even if I knew it wasn’t really a puppy. Where to?”

“Brooklyn,” he mutters from under his sheet, clearly displeased.

“Right. No sleep till Brooklyn it is.”
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LUCA

It takes us another nine hours to hit the outskirts of New York, mainly because we drive the kind of route only a geographically illiterate person would drive. I don’t need to tell her to be cautious. She automatically takes strange detours, stops off at random locations, and keeps an ever-watchful eye on the rearview mirror.

Pietro thinks Tomasso would have dispensed scouts to pretty much every town between Chicago and New York, assuming he figured out who I was and where I was headed. That’s a whole lot of assuming, and he’s not convinced his grandfather will know which Cosca I’m from.

“He’ll definitely figure out you’re Cosca,” he says from the backseat. “Because you look like a gangster. But you could be West Coast or Canada. Even Russian.”

“Canada?” echoes Rosa, next to me in the passenger seat now that it’s dark enough for me to drive. “They have organized crime in Canada?”

“Yeah,” her brother throws back at her. “It’s a global hotbed of the maple syrup black market.”

She laughs, and I see how they once might have been, these two, batting jokes around. I came into their lives at a time of conflict and trauma, but there are glimmers of what they used to share. I see her relaxing into it again, wanting it, maybe even needing the false comfort of the family who fucked her over.

I drive deliberately fast over a pothole in the road and grin when Pietro is thrown around and yelps. He still has no feeling in his legs and not enough upper body strength to stay upright, so the movement sends him flopping over his seatbelt like a puppet with its strings cut.

“You did that on purpose!” he shrieks, pulling himself back up.

“I know,” I reply. “You think he has people all over the country? How can even he stretch that far?”

“Well, he doesn’t need to be everywhere. He might hate technology, but he loves his damn maps. Has a whole room full of them, and he has a thing for you guys. He’ll have located the Cosca HQs on both sides of the US, and he’ll know where the Romas are in Mexico, the Milanos in … They’re still in Milan, right?”

I frown as I drive. Tomasso knows entirely too much. All this time, he’s been watching us. Learning, storing away information that nobody with a drop of human blood should have.

“He’ll start simple,” Pietro continues. “He’ll focus on routes from Chicago to New York, Chicago to San Francisco, and Chicago to the border. That’s a lot less to cover, and he’ll throw everything he has in all directions. It explains why there were only two of them, doesn’t it? He’s covering his bases, spread thin. Except now …”

“Now they know where we’re heading. Or at least in which direction,” Rosa finishes for him, her voice tinged with concern. I’m worried about her now. Worried that she feels vulnerable, that she doesn’t trust me enough to keep her safe. Worried that she’s right.

“The Grand Ball Sack,” she announces suddenly.

“What?” I ask, glancing at her.

She’s smiling, her fingers wrapped around her amulet. “That’s his new name. Tomasso’s. Grandfather is too good for him. So from now on and henceforth, in perpetuity forever and ever amen, he will be known as the Grand Ball Sack. He’d hate that, the pompous asshole.”

I laugh out loud and reach across to squeeze her thigh. Yeah, she’s doing better than I thought. The Grand Ball Sack. I like it.

We’ve detoured up as far as Yonkers, and now I’m navigating familiar roads through the Bronx, making my way to the bridge. Matteo is meeting us in Brooklyn, and hopefully he’ll have Moonface with him. Nothing relieves tension like a sloppy kiss from a pit bull.

“You’re sure nobody will find us here?” Rosa asks, not for the first time.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” I answer again. If she needs reassurance, that’s what I’ll give her. “I live at Vincenzo’s court most of the time, but I wanted somewhere that was just mine. I bought it off the books for cash over a century ago. Don Vincenzo knows nothing about it, and if the Grand Ball Sack knows we’re headed to New York, he’ll assume we’re going to Hell’s Kitchen.”

“Hell’s Kitchen?” she repeats, amused. “The vampire Mafia has its headquarters in Hell’s Kitchen?”

“Yeah, well. Don Vincenzo is not a man renowned for his subtlety. It’s an impressive place.”

“Yeah? What’s it like?”

“Big,” I answer, appeasing her need for distraction. “He owns two whole blocks, though you’d never know from looking. From the outside, it’s all normal—stores, bars, yoga studios, whatever. But inside, everything’s connected—it’s like a maze of knocked-through buildings, a big yard in the middle where he grows his fruit trees. Dungeons down below, a cinema room. Gym on the roof.”

Neither of them has anything to say to that.

“What? Was it the fruit trees? Or the gym? Vampires work out, you know. Even the new ones who can’t change their bodies do it for fun.”

She runs her eyes over my muscles, and I enjoy the warm sensation that follows.

“A, uh, cinema room?” Pietro says from the back.

“Yeah. Some of us like movies.”

“Some of you were around when Charlie Chaplin was big,” he quips. He’s getting some of his spirit back, and I’m not impressed.

“Including you, kid, so let’s not get into that. Did you think it’d be all torture and blood and dark suffering, people being skinned alive over roasting fires? Because not gonna lie, there’s some of that too. But we have down time. We have hobbies.”

“What’s yours?” Pietro says. “Macramé? Sudoku?”

“My hobby is ripping the balls off dickhead Capelli men and ramming them down their throats when they talk too much.”

“Fuck you!”

“No, thanks,” I retort.

“Jeez,” Rosa says, laughing. “You two should get your own YouTube channel or something. Are we there yet?”

It’s been at least fifteen minutes since she last asked, so at least the stupid conversation distracted her for a bit.

“Yeah, we’re nearly there, bella,” I reply. “I told Matteo what’s been going on, and he’ll be waiting.”

“And Matteo is …” she says.

“Loyal,” I answer firmly. “I brought him into the family. He’s my second-in-command, and I trust him. I was going to say ‘like a brother,’ but that doesn’t feel like much of a recommendation right now, does it? Anyway, he’ll get the place ready, and I asked him to stock up with human shit.”

“Wow, that sounds appetizing,” chimes Pietro.

“Shut the fuck up!” Rosa and I say at the same time. We grin at each other, and a jagged sliver of emotion pierces my heart, sharper than any stake.

Fuck. All she has to do is smile at me and I’m lost. I love her. One hundred percent. My life before her was empty; my life without her would be meaningless. I am in love with the fucking Capelli Seer.

The thought sobers me and terrifies me. If I love her, I am weak. And if I’m weak, I can’t protect her. And if I can’t protect her, what is the fucking point of me at all? What I felt for Isabella was a fraction of this, and it broke me when she was killed. If I lose Rosa, I’m over.

My hands grip the steering wheel so tight that the leather starts to crack, and I force myself to relax. I must focus on what’s next and not worry about the future. They think they know vamps, these two. They think they know me. They’d be surprised as fuck to learn that over the years I’ve experimented with meditation, mindfulness, even with crystal therapy. When you live as long as we do, you cycle through a lot of phases.

Most of it did nothing for me, it was simply a way to pass time, but the meditation, that still helps. Even if my breathing isn’t like human breathing, learning to slow it down and control it is useful. I wonder how they’d react if I started to chant Om.

We finally climb out of the car a few blocks away from the house. I told her Vincenzo has no clue about it, and I’m sure I’m right, but it doesn’t hurt to be careful. Plus it gives me the excuse to heft Pietro over my shoulder like a sack of shit and jiggle him around as we walk. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of making him uncomfortable.

Before we set off, I pull the plates from the Chevy. No point making it easy for anyone who might be looking for us.

We walk through the dark streets of the quiet neighborhood, and I lead us to a big brownstone on the corner. Rosa lets out an appreciative whistle. “Nice. I can see this whole vampire crime lord gig has its perks. Now, didn’t you promise me a dog?”

“I did. And I warn you, it’s a big dog. She’s especially fond of eating dickhead brains though, so Pietro better watch out.”

“Ha fucking ha,” he says, punching my ass with surprising strength.

I bite a small flap of skin from my thumb and smear it across the panel on the doorknob. The security system is programmed not only for fingerprints, but for blood scans as well. A quiet click tells me all is good.

I kick open the door, and they follow me inside. The whole ground floor is a smokescreen. There’s normal stuff like couches and a TV, but it’s basically a kill box with doors that lock remotely, UV floodlights, motion detectors, steel gates, and weapons stashed everywhere. Anyone who comes in who shouldn’t be here won’t last long.

Rosa pulls open a drawer and runs her fingers over the semiautomatic tucked inside, then she wanders over to one of the doorways and smiles up at the spiked metal barely visible at the top of the frame. One touch of a button in the control room and anyone standing there becomes a shish kebab.

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” she says. “You’ve got a shot at a spread in Vampire House Beautiful.”

Her breathing grows calmer, her heartbeat steadying. She’s starting to relax, and that alone was worth all the money this setup cost me.

I lead us upstairs to the next level, and Moonface is barking and pawing at the wood before the door opens. As soon as I turn the handle, she explodes out, a muscular bundle of teeth, brindle fur, and love.

Rosa immediately kneels, holds out a hand for the dog to sniff, and is knocked on her ass by the fifty-pound slobber machine. They roll around for a minute, Moonface sticking her nose into all my woman’s nooks and crannies and getting well and truly stroked in return. Lucky dog.

Matteo calls Moonface to him, and she goes straight to his side, where she gazes up at him in adoration.

“Matteo, Rosa. Rosa, Matteo. And Moonface you’ve already met.”

Rosa straightens and looks my friend over with a cautious gaze, her hand wrapped around her amulet. Fair enough. She’s in foreign territory and has been quite literally sleeping with the enemy. It’s understandable that she doesn’t automatically trust him.

“Nice to meet you, Rosa,” Matteo says quietly, trying to appear as nonthreatening as possible, which is tough for a six-foot-seven killing machine with fangs, and hands the size of serving platters. It doesn’t help that his nose was broken when he was transformed, so it’s been stuck crooked ever since.

“You too,” she replies, nodding and gazing around the room. It’s a nice room, filling the whole level, with couches and a fully set-up kitchen that rarely gets any use.

If any of us were that way inclined, it’d be airy—the big windows would let in lots of light. Of course, we keep them blacked out. There’s art on the walls, a big table with fresh flowers, and an overflowing bookcase stocked with literature that spans centuries. Rosa studies the books, her fingers running over their spines, and smiles.

“Shakespeare and Danielle Steel?” She looks at me with raised eyebrows.

“Yeah, well. I’m a complicated man.”

She winks at me. “I know.”

That thing happens again—that thing where I feel like we’re the only two people in the whole fucking world. And I want nothing more than to scoop her up, carry her off to my bed, and make her come.

“Hey, asshole!” Her brother interrupts the moment, using his fists on me again. I forgot he was still dangling over my shoulder. “Are you gonna put me down or what?”

“Whatever you say, sunshine.” I drop him on the floor.

He lands with a thud and splutters as he tries to sit up. Moonface takes one look and thinks it’s play time. Deeply satisfying terror crosses Pietro’s face as the massive pit bull flies across the room, her paws scratching on the parquet floor, and I laugh when she licks his face like a popsicle.

We leave him to wrestle with his new pal, and the three of us sit at the big table. Matteo made sandwiches, and Rosa devours a pastrami on rye as I fill him in on our situation.

“So, this Tomasso guy,” he says.

Rosa corrects him. “The Grand Ball Sack, please, to give him his proper title.”

Matteo nods solemnly and continues. “So, this Grand Ball Sack guy⁠—

the Don thinks he’s going to make a move on the Coscas? On us? Is he fucking crazy?”

“I think they’re both a bit crazy, my friend. A couple of old men who want to run the fucking world. But what Vincenzo said makes sense. He may be a paranoid fucker, but he’s stayed in charge this long for a reason. If he thinks Tom—sorry, the Grand Ball Sack is expanding, then maybe he is.”

“He is!” shouts Pietro from his spot on the floor. Moonface is lying on top of him, her paws pinning his chest as she kisses him. Pietro is ruffling her ears, so I guess he doesn’t mind too much.

“He didn’t share it all with me,” he says. “But the man has no sense of digital security, and if he did, well, I’d get past it … But yeah. He was expanding. Stuff that didn’t make sense at the time. Buying up weapons manufacturers abroad, bribes to more douchebag politicians than normal. A couple of companies with those macho names, like Summit Lord Solutions or Lethal Logistics or⁠— ”

“Cunts-R-Us?” Rosa suggests, making Matteo snort with laughter.

“Mercenaries,” I murmur, putting some of the pieces together. “He’s building an army.”

“He already has an army,” Pietro says. “He’s building an invasion. I asked him about it once, and he brushed me off. Said it was all part of a plan for the family.”

We all now know what the plan was, and what Pietro’s role in it was supposed to be. He falls silent, and I fight the urge to run over there and stomp his face into bloody pulp with my boot. “So,” says Rosa, her face a little paler but her tone staying steady, “what would happen if Vincenzo and the Grand Ball Sack went to war?”

“It’s not just Vincenzo, I don’t think,” Pietro tells us. “This stuff was global. He could be thinking bigger than the US.”

He pushes Moonface away as gently as it’s possible to move an animal her size and sits upright. His legs still appear broken, but that’s okay by me. Easier to keep track of the asshole if he can’t walk away. “I can help,” he pleads. “I know stuff, and I know how his mind works. I’ll be able to access his records, his calendar, whatever. I want to help because … Well, for all kinds of reasons. But one of them is this: If there is a war, with Vincenzo or whoever, then it won’t only be them who gets hurt. There’s always collateral damage, innocents harmed. I don’t want that, and I don’t think you guys do either, even if it’s only because it threatens to expose you. Even if it’s just because it’s bad for business.”

I can’t argue with him there. Worrying about the innocent isn’t my style. I barely recognize innocence when I see it, and I don’t worry about protecting the poor little humans from the big bad wolf—but Rosa does. She cares with every cell of her being, and that’s enough for me. Plus, he’s right. A war would be bad for business. The Cosca is all I’ve known for my entire long life, and as much as I hate Vincenzo, the Cosca itself is part of me, and I want to protect it.

“Things have gone even more off the rails since you’ve been gone, Boss.” Matteo throws a handful of chips into his mouth. He loves food, the junkier the better. “The Don’s been bringing in more fuckups. Carlos is strutting around like a major general. It’s like a war zone already. Freya’s losing her shit.”

“Who’s Freya?” Rosa pipes up, frowning. That’s interesting … Is she jealous?

“She’s kinda hard to describe,” Matteo answers. “She basically grew up at Vincenzo’s court. Was dumped there as a kid. She’s, what, mid-twenties now? Not sure. She’s human, and I can’t gauge that shit so good anymore. She’s a little kooky, but she’s sweet, and she gets upset when new people turn up.”

“She’s basically like Moonface in human form,” I add. “Except she probably doesn’t weigh as much. We can’t worry about Freya right now, Matteo. You know that.”

He nods, but it’s clear he doesn’t agree. His heart is as big as a planet, and he’ll always worry about the weak. It makes him a better man than me, but a worse soldier.

“Look, guys,” Rosa says, pushing her plate away and leaning back in her chair. “It’s been a lot of fun chatting about the upcoming apocalypse and all, but I’m bushed. I’m guessing tomorrow will be no easier than today, and unlike you animals, I need some sleep. Luca, take me to bed.” She looks directly at me, her green eyes tired but mischievous.

Who the fuck is going to refuse a command like that? “Matteo,” I say, standing but keeping one eye on my woman. “Can you deal with the mess on the floor?”

He glances at Pietro, who has managed to crawl over to the couch and is leaning against it and staring at me as though he’s imagining running a cheese grater over my skin.

“Sure thing, Boss,” Matteo says, a grin on his battered face as he looks from Rosa to me. “Sweet dreams.”

It’s not my dreams that will be sweet. Not with a naked Rosa lying beside me.
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ROSA

His room is on the top floor, in what would have maybe been the servants’ quarters back in the day. The ceilings slope, and at several points, they’re low enough for him to crack his head on. A masochistic choice of room for a man so tall.

“How many times?” I ask, gazing around at the dark blue walls, the functional furniture, the old hardback copy of an Agatha Christie mystery on the table.

“How many times what?” He looks around himself, likely trying to imagine how it appears to someone else.

“How many times did you crack your head before you learned when to duck?”

“Oh, not many,” he says breezily, his hand going to his skull. “I got the hang of it after the first thousand or so. I … I don’t normally bring anyone up here. You know, women.”

I’m not surprised. It feels more like a prison cell or a monk’s hermitage than a bedroom. Clean, fit for purpose, no personal flourishes. Only the bed is out of place. It’s huge, with an old-fashioned brass frame and silk sheets. Black silk sheets, which make me gulp. That’s exactly the way I imagined it back when this man was a confusing erotic fantasy. He’s still that, except now I know how it feels to have those gorgeous lips clamped around my nipples.

“Yeah? Where do you take them, then? Do you have a sex dungeon in the basement?”

He stares at me, his head crooked to one side, a little half grin on his face. “I can hear your heartbeat, Rosa. You’re excited about the thought of a sex dungeon, no?”

Damn. How’s a girl supposed to keep any air of mystery when he’s around? There’s just no way to lie about this stuff.

“Yeah, maybe I am. It’s all very … bewildering.”

“What is, cara mia?”

“How I get so turned on by stuff I’ve never been into before. By stuff that doesn’t, I don’t know, fit my self-image.” I’m an independent woman. Financially secure, physically strong, and I hate being told what to do—by anyone. So how come this is working for me?

“I’m trying to figure out,” I continue, “why I’ve suddenly turned into some sort of BDSM sex freak. Why I like you tying me up and screwing me, when I’ve always preferred being the one on top.”

I don’t need to be able to hear his heartbeat to know he’s turned on as well. His pupils are huge, and I can see the outline of his heavy cock inside his pants. But he keeps his distance as I sit on the side of the big bed, watching me with that small, lopsided smile still playing on his lips.

“I think, Rosa, that it is possible to be more than one thing at once. A long life means many things, and change is one of them. I am not the same man I was a century ago. I’m not even the same man I was a week ago. And you like being tied up and screwed by me because it gives you freedom.”

“Being tied up gives me freedom?” It’s a contradiction, but maybe he’s onto something.

“Yes. You get to give over some of your control. To be made of nothing but need. You can enjoy the train ride, rather than driving the train. And you trust me—you know you’re safe with me. Nothing you can say or do is shameful, dirty, or weird. You’re not a freak. And to answer your earlier question, yes, there is a dungeon, though I haven’t used it for sex. I use my rooms at Vincenzo’s court for that.”

I ignore the flare of jealousy at the thought of him with other women and turn over what he’s said. I see the logic in it, and it has been nice to let go. To give up control. To let him take charge of me. He’s right; that doesn’t make me a freak. Maybe it just makes me lucky.

“So what do you use it for?” I ask, my mind still wandering down toward the dungeon. It’s not going to be a place where he keeps his cotton candy machine or pets his rescue puppies.

A flicker of doubt crosses his face, normally so self-assured, and I add, “Trust goes both ways, Luca. I know you think you’re a bad man. You think if I see that side of you, something will change. But I’m also not an idiot. I’m not naive—I know what you are. I just don’t care. Like you said, it’s possible to be more than one thing at once.”

He nods, his arms folded across his chest, muscles bulging. “I use it when I need answers from someone who isn’t going to make it out alive. If I need to take my time with them. On occasions when I don’t necessarily want Vincenzo to know what I’m doing.”

“Ah. So it’s your sneaky sidepiece of a torture chamber?”

“Yes, I suppose so. Matteo uses it as well.”

“Matteo?” I echo, recalling the brutal features of the vampire downstairs. He looked like a walking nightmare, but everything about him told me he was a gentle soul. Dogs are good judges of character.

“Yeah. He’s … hard to describe. But he came from a dark place. I found him chained up in a cellar, where he’d been raped and tortured for weeks. The vamp who had him forced him to turn, and when I pulled him down from his chains, he was ravenous and feral. It was a long road back for him, and I’m not sure he’s entirely made it. He also likes to take his time with certain people.”

“What kinds of people?”

“Bullies, abusers, child molesters, rapists. He has his own selection procedure.”

Huh. Well, I’m not going to shed any tears about the scum of the earth getting a taste of their own medicine. I kind of like the idea of a vigilante vampire, cleaning up the streets of New York one asshole at a time.

“Right. Well, good talk, but I’m tired,” I announce, stretching my arms. “And I really need to fuck before I sleep. Except this time, I want you on the bed while I’m in charge.”

He looks shocked, maybe even a shade worried, and shakes his head. “I don’t think so, Rosa. That’s not how this works.”

“Come on, we’re all about the change, right? How do you know if you haven’t tried it? You’re always talking about fucking me in the ass—what about if I did it to you?”

It’s not actually working for me, that image, much as I want it to. I’ve had men before who were into pegging, and I found it interesting but nothing more. It didn’t light any fires for me then, and it probably won’t now, but I’m feeling playful. I want to push him a little, see how far he gives.

Again, he keeps his distance, though I can practically see him twitching to get to me. To hold me down, shut me up … Fuck, right. Yeah. I feel a whole boatload of fire at that idea.

“You know I have been alive for over four hundred years, yes?”

“Yeah.” I shrug. “I like older men.”

“Good. So what makes you think that I haven’t experimented with every possible type of sex in those four hundred years? Every position, every kink, every combination of genders?”

My eyes go wide, and I feel foolish. Literally nothing about Luca screams vanilla, yet I hadn’t imagined those kinds of possibilities. I start to stutter a reply, my mind still swimming with images of him up to all kinds of marvelously deviant shit, as he walks toward the closet that’s built into one corner of the eaves.

He opens the door, stands before it looking for something, and says, “I’ve done everything it is possible to do with a body—my own and others. And that means I’ve learned what I like, and what I don’t. What I like when it comes to you, sweet Rosa, is taking away your power for a little while. Just long enough to make you scream, to make you come, to make you mine. I’d like to see you chained, and I’d like to use some toys on you. See you submit to me in every way possible. Gagged, blindfolded, helpless. Desperate for more. And I can smell how wet you are right now, cara mia, so don’t pretend that’s not something you want as well.”

Shit, he’s right. I am wet. I’m sitting here on the edge of his bed, clenching my thighs together, while my clit screams out that it very much wants all of those things.

He walks toward me, a predatory prowl, holding up a handful of neckties. I suppose even a Mafia vampire has to attend the odd formal event.

He throws them in my lap and starts to undress. And when I say undress, I mean strip so slowly and so sensually that my head provides its own background burlesque music. He peels back the sides of his shirt to reveal golden skin, rock-hard abs, the curved wings of his tattoo. He pops open the fly of his jeans and pulls them down. His cock is thick and erect, straining against the fabric of his boxers, and I lick my lips at the sight.

When he’s completely naked, he strolls over to the bed, lies flat on his back, and grips the brass bed frame above him. His jaw is covered in dark stubble, and a plume of hair flows from his chest to his groin. I suck in air. He is so frigging beautiful.

“Well,” he says, smiling wickedly at me. “Have at it.”

“I thought you said you didn’t like this?”

“Maybe I will like it with you, and if it’s something you want to try, I’m willing. Tie me up, Rosa. Fuck me.”

My body is confused, but I do as he says. Using his ties, I lash his wrists to the brass and tug them until they are secure. He lies there in all his magnificence while I shed my clothes.

I straddle him, rolling my hips against his cock, rubbing my wet center along it until he groans. I lean forward and kiss him—softly, tenderly, because this is about more than sex. This is also about trust.

“Don’t worry,” I whisper in his ear. “I’ll be gentle with you.” I hover over him, offering him my nipples, and he suckles at one and then the other. He groans helplessly when I move.

I trail kisses down his neck, making him moan when I hit a place beneath his ear. I’ve already learned something new. My man goes weak at the touch of my tongue in that particular spot. Now that I know, I won’t leave it alone.

I work my way down his chest, licking and kissing and exploring, sucking on his nipples, running my mouth over the outlines of his tattooed dragon wings. All the time, I can feel his rigid cock pressed against me, his pelvis shuddering as he tries to get inside me.

I sit up, hold him in place with one hand on his chest, and grin down at him. “Luca, don’t you remember the rules? You move, I stop.”

He growls at me, his fangs flashing bright and sharp. Wet heat immediately floods my core.

I shuffle down so I’m sitting across his thighs, and I stare at his cock. Jesus, it really is gorgeous. Long and thick, the slit at the tip already dripping, veins throbbing with need. I want nothing more than to climb on top of it and let it fill me, but it’s too early for that.

I lower my head and take it into my mouth. My tongue laps around the tip, and I suck and tease, up and down, back and front. As I play with him, I relish his breathless noises. I use my fingers to cup his heavy balls and apply my tongue to them too. One and then the other is sucked into my mouth, my other hand wrapped around his twitching shaft.

“Rosa …” he mutters, straining toward me. His voice is dark and desperate, and I love it. I take his whole dick into my mouth, relaxing my throat muscles so I don’t gag, and swallow as much of him as I can. I hold his hips down with my hands, but he’s still bucking, thrusting, shoving it into my mouth so hard that tears sting my eyes.

I pull away, and as he cries out in frustration, I smile at the look of need and fury on his gorgeous face. Yeah. See how that feels, big fella. So close to coming, weren’t you?

I kneel upright, letting him drink in the sight of my naked body. His fangs extend fully as I pull apart my pussy lips and slide a finger inside myself. With my other hand, I play with my clit, circling the sensitive bud. Sensation rushes through me as I pleasure myself. It doesn’t take long—I know my own body, and I have the hottest man in the known universe trapped between my legs.

I throw my head back and howl as the orgasm rips through me. Before I have a chance to come down from it, while my walls are still clenching and shaking, I lower myself onto his cock, guiding it into me with a moan. God, that feels good—so big, so hard, so everything.

I groan, loving how completely full I feel, and ride him slowly, one hand on his abs.

“God, your cunt is so tight,” he says, his eyes rolling back. “And so fucking wet. Don’t stop, baby, please don’t stop.”

I speed up, slamming myself down on him, feeling his balls slap against my ass cheeks. I can sense the rising flood of need, the nerve endings tingling, the cum building, ready to shoot inside me.

I jump off, and he lets out a tormented sound when the pressure disappears. He thrusts his hips into the air, desperate for release, and I let out a little laugh and skim my fingertip up the throbbing vein of his engorged cock. “Don’t forget, Luca—you move, I stop.”

He growls, there’s a sudden blur of movement, and I find myself flat on my back. He looms above me, arms planted on either side of my face, corded muscle in pillars of iron. His eyes are fully ringed in vivid, shining silver.

“I’ve decided that’s a stupid fucking rule,” he says, pushing three thick fingers inside me all at once. I yelp, and he puts the other hand around my throat and lightly squeezes.

My body responds immediately, and I smile up at him as his fingers tighten around my neck. I knew all along that it was an illusion, of course. There’s no way a few scraps of fabric would hold down a creature like this. I knew it, he knew it, but it was fun to play.

“It really is a stupid rule.” I arch into his fingers. “I’m glad you realize that now.”

Snarling, he removes his fingers from inside me and flips me over onto my belly. My face lands on the pillow, and he wraps a fistful of my hair around his hand and tugs my head up. His fangs scrape my neck, and I tremble in anticipation. I know how good it feels to be bitten by this man—his mouth on me, that sensual sucking, the rhythmic pulse it sends through my body. It’s like a fucking meteor shower exploding in every cell.

His presence is suddenly gone, and I’m about to protest when I feel him behind me, pulling my hips up, placing me on my knees with my ass in the air. He holds down my neck with one hand and delicately runs the other across my cheeks. It’s a new kind of torture, wondering what he will do next and knowing there’s nothing I can do to control it.

The palm of his hand comes down hard against the flesh of my backside, and I cry out in protest. He ignores me, keeping me held down, spanking me until I squeal. “This ass,” he growls as he paddles me with his hand, “is mine. I am the only one who gets to do this, you understand?”

Groaning with my mouth pressed into the pillow, I try to nod. I have been spanked before—in a humiliating and painful way. This is different. This is Luca. This is him claiming me and wiping away my past. Him cleansing me.

He slaps me again. My ass cheeks are so sore. They must be bright red by now. After a few more smacks, he lets up the pressure from the back of my neck and soothingly strokes my bottom. The change of pace is confusing and luscious.

He slides a finger slowly inside my slit, making a wet sound. I’m dripping all over him. I startle as he touches his tongue to me, but I shamelessly raise my pussy toward him.

He pushes his tongue inside me, searching and probing. With pretty much zero warning, I come, my brain a shocked scramble, my body a trembling wreck. Where the fuck did that come from? One minute I’m turned on, and the next I’m drowning in waves of pleasure as his tongue hits somewhere magical inside me.

I cry out his name, and he laps up my juices, my eyelids fluttering with the unexpected ecstasy. When he moves, his breath is a gentle caress on my neck. The pressure of his body traps me, and he tugs my hair so I’m forced to look at him.

“You just came all over my face,” he says. “I’m fucking drenched in you.”

My fluids glisten on his stubble, and he slowly skims his tongue over his lips. I have a moment where I feel embarrassed, ashamed even, until he adds, “You taste like heaven, bella. I’m going to make you come on my face every fucking day.”

“I guess I can live with that.”

He releases me, but I remain prone on the bed, too wrung out to consider moving just yet. His hands run slowly down my body, coming to rest on the curve of my backside. He smooths his palms over my sore cheeks and murmurs, “You have a lovely ass, Rosa. Have you been fucked in it before?”

“Yes,” I admit, face burning. “It wasn’t my favorite thing in the world.”

I hear a sucking sound and turn my head to see him licking his own pointer finger. He grins at me like the devil, and I know exactly what’s going to happen next.

He spreads my cheeks apart and slowly inserts that one finger. I suck in a breath. This man’s fingers are bigger than some cocks I’ve encountered. It stings as he carries on pushing it in, not stopping when I squirm, all the time murmuring words of encouragement and telling me to relax.

“Easy for you to say,” I mutter. “You’re not the one with a finger up his ass.”

He laughs. “As I think I’ve demonstrated, I’m willing to play whatever games you like, bella. Now just breathe and let me play with you.”

I do as I’m told, because in reality, I’m starting to enjoy it. The sting and the stretch and the feeling of fullness bring me pleasure, and I find myself wondering what it would be like to have more in there. To have him filling both my holes.

“You’re mewling, Rosa.” He steadily pumps that finger in and out of me. “Like a desperate little kitten. Tell me what it is you want, my sweet.”

I grasp the sheets with my fists. “I want you in both places. I want you to fuck me in the pussy and in the ass at the same time. And I’d like you to do it really hard.”

Within seconds, his dick is rammed inside me. He shoves another finger into my ass and pauses, totally still as I wriggle around and sigh and adjust to the new sensations. Holy fuck, it feels incredible—like he actually lives inside my body and has finally come home.

“You okay?” He has one hand on my hip while he gently rocks backward and forward, skewering me with his cock and driving his fingers into me at the same time.

“No, I’m not okay. I said hard, didn’t I?”

He slaps my ass so firmly I shout, grabs my hip to steady me, and then it begins. Oh Jesus, does it begin.

He drives into me, shoving me up the bed. My head collides with the frame. My breath comes in ragged gusts. Harder and harder, faster and faster, he fucks me with such unbelievable force that I feel like he might come out the other side. I’ve never felt so full, so used, so desperate for more. It’s utterly delicious, and I am hovering on the edge of another orgasm.

“Be careful,” he says between thrusts, “what you wish for. Telling a vampire to go hard isn’t the same as telling a human to go hard.”

God, he’s right, I think, crying out now with each outrageous plunge of his hips, every searing shove of his fingers. This is like nothing I’ve ever experienced, and I am dizzy with the shock of it.

Keeping his fingers and his cock inside me, he scoops his other arm under my breasts and pulls me up so I’m kneeling with my back crushed to his chest. The change in angle brings a whole new set of sensations, and he clamps his palm over my mouth as I scream.

He pulls my head to one side, and his fangs sink into my neck with a sudden, sharp pain. Before, he was cautious, gentle, but this is different. This is primal.

His fangs are buried in my skin, and his cock is like a piston inside my aching pussy. He carries on slamming his fingers in and out of my asshole, stretching me wider each time. All the pleasure, all the pain, all the fucking feelings are flowing through me, from one point to another. Pussy, ass, neck—I’m a giant throbbing triangle.

He sucks my blood, and it rushes to the surface, pulsing hot and thick into his waiting mouth. His dick bangs into me faster, and I grab hold of his thick arm, clinging to the muscle, not sure how much more of any of it I can take.

His mouth comes away from my skin, the blood still trickling. “Come now, Rosa—come for me!” he demands, his voice low and irresistible. He licks the wounds on my neck, and that delicate touch, that velvety skim of his tongue, pushes me over the edge.

I come, screaming his name, my walls clamping around his still-thrusting cock. I seem to be having an orgasm in three different places at once. I am flying apart into a million tiny pieces, losing myself in the sheer power of it.

He shudders, gives one final hammer blow, and comes inside me—hot, warm, everywhere. He falls forward, and I land beneath him, trapped by his huge body. I twist my face around so I can breathe and smile as he swears under his breath. Italian words that would make a better woman blush.

We lie there for a few moments, both spent, covered in blood and cum and sweat. He pulls his fingers and his cock out of my ruined body, and I feel bereft. He rolls onto his side next to me and brushes back my hair.

“I’m sorry.” He presses a gentle kiss on the stinging wound his teeth left behind. “I’ve hurt you.”

I place my palm on the side of his stubbled face and gaze into those impossibly dark eyes. At his lips, those magical lips, now shining with my blood. I smile and bury my fingers in the thick furrows of his hair. “You didn’t hurt me. You never hurt me. You’re bringing me back to life.”
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LUCA

As we fell asleep together, I thought about how amazing it felt to have her in my arms. I hadn’t realized how low my energy was getting. It’s been a nonstop crazy train since I was first sent to Liverpool—meeting her, the clusterfuck in Chicago, being on the run. Negotiating with Vincenzo.

Getting home and getting her to the safest place I could think of for the time being must have switched off at least some of my instincts, because I drifted off with her in my arms like a lovelorn sap. The sex blew my mind, but the way I feel about her is much more than sex. I love her. I will kill for her, and I will die for her.

We’re unlikely to get much peace in the near future, and on some basic level I knew that and let myself rest. All of which makes it especially jarring to be woken up by the sound of Moonface howling downstairs and Matteo hammering on my door.

I leap from the bed, still naked, and pull the door open. My friend looks me up and down and says, “There’s someone at the front, Boss.”

“Have we been breached?” I ask as Rosa stirs behind me. She’s naked in that bed, and the covers have slipped down to expose her breasts. Matteo seeing me nude is one thing, seeing her is entirely different.

“Look away, you dirty motherfucker!” I snarl, fully prepared to tear his head from his shoulders.

He laughs and holds up his hands in surrender as he turns and faces the opposite direction. “No breach, Boss,” he says, amusement in his voice. “Whoever it is, they rang the doorbell. Real polite-like.”

“What is it?” Rosa asks drowsily. “Is there a problem?”

She climbs out of bed, and I stare at her as she wanders the room, looking for her underwear. She doesn’t seem to care that Matteo is standing right here. “Fuck,” she says after stubbing her toe on the side of the bed. “What is wrong with me this morning? I feel like I’ve been hit by a pickup truck.”

Matteo sniggers, obviously assuming that the pickup truck in question is me, and I shove him hard in the back.

I follow him downstairs and into the control room, which is off the main living area. Pietro is shouting from one of the bedrooms, and we ignore him. There’ll be time to deal with him later.

I stand behind Matteo, looking over his shoulder at the screen that shows the front door. As I stare at it, Moonface comes along and licks my hands, obviously unsettled. Doorbells and people knocking trigger a part of her doggy brain that is still traumatized by being raised to fight. She can cope with gunfire fine, but many other sounds agitate her.

I pat her huge head and try to figure out who the hell is standing outside my top-secret safe house. It happens, of course—salespeople, delivery guys looking to leave a parcel for a neighbor, Girl Scouts selling cookies—but at the moment, I am hypervigilant.

The male standing on my stoop is obviously unhappy, wearing some kind of weird hat but no shirt and trying to hide in the scrap of shadow cast by the building. The attractive blond woman next to him waves her fingers up at the camera she shouldn’t have noticed.

I sense Rosa coming up behind me before I feel her hand on my ass, and she winks at me as she leans in between the two of us to get a better look. “Oh. That’s Donatella,” she announces breezily. “Don’t know who the guy is, though. Vamp from the way he’s sizzling.”

She’s right. There is a faint shimmer of heat coming from the bare skin of his chest.

“You told her where we were?” I ask. “You gave the fucking Agostini Seer my address?”

“Not technically,” she answers with a shrug. “I just left my phone on so she could track me. And chill the fuck out, will you? I trust her. She’s one of the good guys. Now are we going to let her in, or are you happy for her friend to fry?”

“I don’t think they’re friends,” Matteo chimes in. “She just grabbed his arm and held it in direct sunlight. Now it looks like she’s laughing.”

“Fuck’s sake,” I mutter. I’m surrounded by idiots.

“Let them in,” I snap. “But keep them in the kill room. And will someone please go and shut Pietro the fuck up before I end him?”

I move quickly down the stairs, Moonface at my heels, her claws skittering on the wood floors. She snarls and growls at the door as the bell rings again, one long continuous note as the damn Seer on my step keeps her finger on it.

“Stop ringing the fucking bell!” I shout, dragging Moonface back by her collar.

Matteo engages the defenses, and metal bars slam down at every doorway. At the bottom of the steps, Moonface and I stand on the other side of them.

The lock on the front door disengages and it opens. First through is the vamp, half thrown, half falling, and he lands on the parquet with a clatter and an agonized scream. I can smell his burning flesh from here, and as he crashes down, his weird hat falls off and rolls along the floor.

Next is the Seer—tall and elegant, with blond hair hanging straight down her back, she’s dressed head to toe in designer bullshit and wearing five-inch leopard-print heels. Subtle, she is not.

“Hi, is Rosa home?” she says, her hands on her slender hips, head cocked to one side. She presses one viciously pointed heel down on the vamp’s chest, and I grimace as it pierces his wounded flesh. “I’ve brought her a present.”

She looks around and takes in the defenses, and her expression turns pouty. “Well, that’s really very rude.” Her eyebrows lift as she studies me. “And do you greet all your guests with your dick out, or am I special?”

Oh shit. I completely forgot the whole clothes thing.

“Not that I’m complaining,” she continues, strolling closer and staring at my junk. “I mean, it is an impressive dick.” She doesn’t seem at all fazed by any of this—the howling pit bull, the metal bars, the naked vampire growling at her. She must have balls of steel.

I’m about to reply when Rosa gallops down the steps behind me, yelling at Matteo to “stop fucking around and let me in.” Matteo won’t do shit until he knows it’s all right by me, so I give the camera directly above the front door a thumbs-up. The bars click back up, and Rosa runs toward her friend.

She never mentioned that they were close, and maybe they’re not—maybe it’s the relief of seeing someone she knows, someone who isn’t a vampire—but they fall into each other’s arms like sorority sisters after summer break.

“I’ll leave you two to catch up,” I say, letting go of Moonface’s collar. Now that the bell has stopped ringing, she’s back to her usual sweet self. She runs over to the two women and shoves her giant head between them until she gets some attention. Donatella sinks into a graceful crouch, the curve of her ass threatening to bust out of her pencil skirt, and accepts a thorough doggy tongue bath.

Matteo comes up behind me and looks on with a goofy smile on his crooked face. “Who knew Seers were such hotties?” he whispers. “And they like Moonface. I think I might be in love.”

I fix him with a warning glare. “I’ll be back in five. Keep an eye on the vamp—he’s healing, and he might be dangerous.”

“Sure thing, Boss.” Matteo goes over to the now-crawling figure and kicks him once in the face so hard he goes straight back down.

Leaving them to it, I take the stairs three at a time back up to my room, where I sling on some clothes. On my way back down, I find Pietro on the landing, scooting himself along with his hands. With a sigh, I scoop him up and carry him down with me. I’ve changed my mind—I wish to fuck that his legs would hurry up and heal.

I dump him on the floor and wonder what disasters I’ve managed to miss in a matter of seconds. The crispy vamp is cowering in a corner of the room. Moonface tries to lick his nose, and he waves his arms at her in protest.

“She’s only being friendly,” says Donatella. “Go on, give her a pat.”

“Get it the fuck away from me,” he retorts, his Southern accent as deep-fried as his singed flesh. “It’s a monster. It’s going to kill me!”

“She’s not a monster.” Matteo whistles her back to his side and glowers. “And she’s not a weapon. She’s my little baby girl, and if you don’t watch your mouth, you cocksucker, I’ll stick a stake in your heart via your asshole.”

Donatella looks on, interest clear on her face, then uses a stage whisper to talk to Rosa. “Ooh, I like this one. Can I keep him?”

I walk over to the bleating vamp and knock him out with once quick punch to the head. It’s beginning to feel a bit like I’m living in an episode of The Three Stooges, and I need to gain control before things get any more out of hand. Who the fuck is this guy, and why did Donatella bring him here? More importantly, is Rosa right—can we trust this woman?

“Pietro!” Donatella says, noticing his crumpled form at the base of the stairs. “What happened to you?”

“Long story, for another time,” he answers.

Good luck with telling that one, pal. It doesn’t exactly leave him covered in glory. Rosa’s smile falters, and I know she’s thinking the same thing. Her fingers tremble a little as I take her hand in mine, and I drop a kiss on her forehead. She turns those green eyes up to me, so full of hope, so full of trust. She feels safe with me, and that makes my knees weak.

I hide the emotion but keep hold of her hand as I tell Matteo to go reset the security. If Rosa was wrong—if the Agostini Seer has led Tomasso right to us—we need to be prepared.

“How’s Paola?” Rosa asks in a higher-than-normal tone. I sometimes forget how much humans, even quasi-humans like her, care about each other.

If something bad happened to Matteo, I’d burn down the world to avenge him, but that’s all. I wouldn’t feel it in my heart the way Rosa does.

“She’s good,” Donatella replies, a little smile on her lipstick-red lips. “She’s regained consciousness. Only spoken a few words, but she’s awake—and you know how tough she is. She’ll come back fighting.”

“That’s wonderful news, and I’m so glad to see you, Donna. But I have questions, and I’m sure you do too. For starters, who’s the loser in the corner? And what’s with the hat?”

“That’s a fez. Picked it up in Cairo and thought it looked cute. The loser in the corner is Kurt,” she announces smugly, and a surge of anger rises in my chest. I’m glad I punched him out, and I look forward to doing it again.

This is the fucker who’s behind the constant Calls Rosa has been dealing with. The asshole who was trying to exhaust her, wear her out, weaken her so they could pick her off. So far it’s all been rumor, supposition. Now we have the man himself and we might get some answers. Or he’ll die while I’m trying.

“After you called, I went to the hospital where Paola had been until that morning,” Donatella continues. “I lay in her bed, pretending to be her, and when he came close enough, I took him down. You should have seen it, Rosa,” she says, laughing. “He jumped out of his skin when this girl he thought was in a coma suddenly leapt up and kicked the shit out of him. It was so funny. And then, well, I chartered a flight and got the hell out of Cairo. I opened all the windows on the plane so poor Kurt had to sit in the toilet cubicle for twelve hours straight. That was also pretty hilarious. In fact, I’ve really enjoyed having him around.” Again, her laugh rings out, but then she turns serious. “Now, your turn—what the fuck is going on?”

“Could I get away with ‘long story for another time’?”

“Nah. I’ve flown halfway around the world and lied to my parents to come here. You know I hate lying to my parents.”

Rosa nods and squeezes my hand. I notice that she’s deliberately avoiding Pietro, not looking at him, not speaking to him, not going anywhere near him. He notices it too, his chin against his chest, his face contorted from pain. It’s a good look on him.

“So, Donna, short version then. Tomasso⁠—”

“The Grand Ball Sack,” I correct, grinning at her. She returns the smile, and I see how much it lifts her, having me here. Me having her back.

“Yeah, that’s his new name, okay? Anyway. The Grand Ball Sack is having some kind of late-life crisis and has decided he’s launching a takeover of all the Vecchissime, and possibly of the Coscas.”

“The Coscas?” Donatella frowns at me. She’s seen my ink. She knows what I am. “What the fuck is Tomasso doing messing with the vamp Mafia?”

“We don’t really know yet,” Rosa replies. “We’re still piecing things together. But Don Vincenzo, that’s Luca here’s boss, has more information. He thinks the Grand Ball Sack is making moves, and Pietro agrees. And Donna … He was the one who got Anna Lombardi killed.”

Donatella’s eyes cloud at this news, but she stays silent, her lips pursed together. “You’re sure?” she eventually says.

“As I can be. And I think he’s been orchestrating all the Calls. That he’s the one behind the attack on Paola, and I suspect you were next. Me … Well, he had other plans for me. And that really is a long story and will most definitely have to wait for another day.”

Donna nods, her silky blond hair swaying with the movement. “And this guy? Kurt? Is he any use to you or should I throw him back on the street?”

“He’ll be of use,” I growl. “He’ll tell us what we need to know, I promise you that.”

“Maybe.” Her pert nose wrinkles as she looks from me to him. “But I did my best to soften him up on the way here, and he gave me nothing. Perhaps you’ll be more persuasive.”

“He will,” Rosa pipes up, sounding excited. “He has a non-sex dungeon in the basement.”

“Ha! It’s only a non-sex dungeon until someone has sex in it, you know?” her friend says, looking at me suggestively. “Personally, I enjoy a bit of blood with my coitus.”

I don’t react to her provocation, but I see Donna for exactly what she is. Rosa told me this Seer was a gossip, a socialite, a gadfly. That she was a hive of information because everybody liked her, because everyone relaxed around her, because she made them all laugh.

Rosa might see all of that, but I see a grade A predator standing in my living room.

I look away from her probing eyes. After hefting Kurt over my shoulder like the sack of shit he is, I head down the stone staircase into the basement.

Time to have some fun.
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CHAPTER 22
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ROSA

Iam not a fan of torture, but I can make exceptions.

I spent some time catching up with Donatella, filling her in on everything that’s been happening—including the sex part because she’d already figured that one out—before letting her head off to wash up.

Then I follow Luca down to the basement. He’s not difficult to find. The screams and cries float through the house like background music in an elevator. I asked Matteo why the house wasn’t soundproofed when everything else seemed pretty high tech. I mean, they built an internal portcullis, but they skimped on the insulation?

“Nah, the walls are soundproofed,” he told me. “So, like, the house next door and nobody passing by can hear. But inside, not so much. If there’s more than one staying with us, we keep ’em separate—one upstairs in the waiting room while the other gets his treatment. Scares the shit out of them listening to their buddies wail.”

The look of delight on his face reminded me again that I was dealing with inhuman creatures here. I’ve always known that, but it can be easy to forget at times.

The door to the basement looks ordinary. White wood, brass handle. Like I could open it and find a laundry room or a bunch of teenagers watching movies and sneaking booze. The sounds coming from inside suggest otherwise.

I take a deep breath and enter.

Kurt is attached to a pulley device, his wrists enclosed in thick iron shackles. Adjustable chains run from the wall up to a meat hook in the middle of the ceiling, and our new friend is hanging from it. At the moment, he is scrabbling on the barest of tippy-toes, trying to relieve the pressure on his arms. One tug of the lever, and he’d be dangling.

Was this what Luca had in mind when he said he wanted to string me up? I study the device and realize that I’m interested—that I’d be willing to experiment.

But not here.

This place reeks of pain and suffering and death, the coppery tang of blood and the stink of shit hanging in the air. I’d need a damn tetanus shot if I got naked here.

Luca glances over at me as I walk down the stairs. I expect him to be riled up, angry, taking out his many frustrations on his houseguest. Instead, he is the picture of calm and control, which is all the more terrifying. Blood spatters his bare chest, marring the tattooed skin and drenching his sweatpants. He’s holding a paring knife—the kind you might peel an apple with. Except it’s not an apple he’s been peeling.

His expression shows a flicker of doubt—of regret. He doesn’t want me to see him like this. He doesn’t want me to witness how good he is at inflicting pain. That he’s a professional. It moves me, seeing him so vulnerable, much as he tries to hide it.

I walk straight over to him, place my palms on either side of his face. My fingers slip and slide in the blood, but I stand on tiptoe and kiss him firmly on the lips. “I know who you are,” I say quietly. “And I love you.”

Not the most romantic of places to bust out the L-word for the first time, but our lives are not like other people’s. We could be waiting forever for the right moment. There’s unlikely to be a long walk on the beach at sunset, an intimate dinner for two, or a vacay to Paris. We could both be dead by tomorrow.

So we have to live for today.

He pulls me into his arms, crushing me tight to his body, and buries his face in my neck, where he plants a trail of kisses. Despite the circumstances—half-dead vamp in a non-sex torture dungeon—my body responds.

He doesn’t say it back, but I’m not surprised. Not disappointed. None of this comes easily to him, and he shows how much he cares about me with every action he takes. It’s a sweet moment, but I feel the outline of his hard cock shoving against me and smile. Some things never change, thank god.

I pull away and take in my surroundings. It’s pretty much as you’d imagine: bare walls, stone floor with a drain in the middle to get rid of the blood, a small box that I’m guessing emits UV light. The metal table near the door comes complete with a hand drill, blowtorch, spiked baton, stun belt, and all manner of blades in different shapes and sizes. All your basics.

There’s also a couch, presumably so tired vamps can rest after a long day of torturing the shit out of their victims. I sit on it and tuck my legs underneath me. “So, how’s it going?”

“He’s told me a lot, but not everything,” Luca answers.

Kurt rallies, dragging up his ruined face to glare at him with some defiance. Got to say, I kind of admire his spirit. “I’ve told you everything, you twisted motherfucker!”

“I don’t think you have.” Luca uses the tip of his knife to lift a flap of skin from Kurt’s chest. His whole torso is covered in these flaps, a few inches long, bright red and bleeding. Some are half healed, others fresh. His face is battered and broken, and one eyeball is hanging out, connected to his socket by a repulsive string of flesh.

“I’ve told you!” Kurt shrieks as the flap of skin is pulled back to reveal fat and muscle. “We weren’t supposed to hurt her. The others, yes, but not her.”

I frown. “Me? You weren’t supposed to hurt me?”

“No! You were off-limits. He said he’d done it before—said he organized the death of the Lombardi bitch decades ago. Now he was ready to get rid of the rest of the Seers, apart from you.”

“But I was getting the same Calls as the others. I was under the same pressure.”

Kurt sneers at me—as well as a man with one eye, a broken nose, and a busted lips can sneer. “We had to make it look good. He wasn’t ready for the others to know his plans, so we had to make it look like you were being targeted too. He was gonna blame it on the vamps. On the Coscas, who he’d say were out of control and needed taming.”

“And then take all the glory when he stepped in to clean up the mess?” I ask.

“I suppose. I don’t fucking know! The man is demented. But he pays well, and the work was steady.”

The work was steady. Jeez. He talks about it like he had a pleasant office job, like it was a vocation. That steady work almost killed Paola Bianchi, and it definitely killed her precious baby. I look at this piece of shit hanging from Luca’s basement ceiling and feel nothing but contempt. Contempt, and a fuckload of rage.

“Luca, will his eye heal?”

“Not if I sever the nerves and remove it completely. The skin will just heal over.”

“Right, interesting. Why don’t we do that and then take his other eye? What do you use, a spoon?”

“Ice cream scoop,” he replies calmly. “On the table.”

Ingenious, I think as I pick up the blood-stained scoop. Amazing what uses one can find for everyday kitchen implements. I take note of the pizza wheel and imagine what I might do with it as I move to stand in front of Kurt.

He tries to spin away from me. “There’s more I can tell you!” he screams, slobber and blood spraying from his mouth. “I have details. Dates and names.”

I tap the scoop against my palm. “I thought you said you’d told him everything?”

“Yeah, well, I lied! There’s more, I promise.”

I turn to Luca. “He doesn’t need eyes to talk does he?”

“No, my love, but in my experience, once you take both eyes, they lose the will to fight. To live. It might be best to save that for later—unless he talks.”

“I’ll talk, okay? For fuck’s sake, I’ll talk!” Kurt cries.

Whatever loyalty he once felt to the Grand Ball Sack has clearly faded under the assault, and it seems that having two of us in the room with him has pushed him over the edge into honesty.

“I was getting the Calls,” I say slowly. “I was tired, wiped out. I could have slipped, could have been killed. How was it different for me?”

“The others, it was like … gangs of vamps. Or skilled vamps. Ambushes, like the Bianchi girl. The Agostini Seer was next—we’d infiltrated the place where she lives. If she’d gone home to her apartment instead of flying off to fucking Cairo, she’d be dead by now as well.”

“Paola’s not dead.”

“Good as. She was … Well, she put up a lot more of a fight than we expected. I wasn’t there—I swear I wasn’t there—but she took down four vamps on her own, and when they threw her off that balcony, they assumed she was finished.”

“Too bad she’s strong and she’ll recover. And when she does …” I shake my head and let out a low whistle. “I pity anyone who was involved in what happened to her.”

Pausing, I frown. “So all the Calls I’ve been getting … They’ve been—what? Fake?” They didn’t feel fake. They felt hard and bloody and exhausting.

“Not fake, no. They were just … controlled. I found the vamps and encouraged them. Made sure they did enough bad shit to get your attention. But you must have noticed that none of them were A-listers. They were easy kills, all of them.”

He’s right, I think, looking back over the last month. None of them were a real challenge. It was the sheer volume that posed the danger. I suspect the onslaught also had another side benefit for the Grand Ball Sack—it kept me distracted. Like a magician, he kept me looking at the right hand while he fooled me with the left.

“Why you, Kurt?” I ask, pushing his bloody chest so he sways in front of me. “What did you do to earn the Grand Ball Sack’s trust?”

He looks confused, so I clarify. “Tomasso. My fucking grandfather.”

“I don’t know, honest! I’ve been on the edges of things for a long time. I tried to get into the Venice Cosca, but no dice. So I set up my own crew—small, but good. We did a job for some guy in Cleveland. It went well, and we started getting calls from your … the, uh, Grand Ball Sack. That was, like, I don’t know, maybe ten years ago. We’ve been doing stuff for him ever since. A couple years back, he started planning this. Been a lot of logistics, you know? Lot of moving parts. Was going well until …”

“Us meddling kids got in the way? Kurt, out of curiosity, what did you do before you were transformed?” I would have guessed lifelong petty criminal, but the way he said “logistics” sounded too natural.

He spits blood on the floor, along with a tooth. “I managed a chain of copy shops in Atlanta.”

Kurt, the copy shop killer. I fight down a laugh. If I start, I won’t be able to stop. I will become hysterical, and that will help nobody. My evil Ball Sack mastermind of a grandfather thought he was being clever by going outside the family, sidestepping Pietro, keeping Kurt off the books. But while the Grand Ball Sack might be a mastermind, but he can be as stupid as horse shit. Blinded by age and arrogance. His sense of superiority.

I turn my back on the piece of meat hanging from its hook. I’ve had enough.

Luca’s hand goes to my shoulder, and his eyes are dark with concern as he leans down to kiss my forehead. “You okay?” he asks so gently, so sweetly, that it takes my breath away. Even here, amid carnage and violence, amid blood and guts and gore and the raw evidence of my grandfather’s betrayal, Luca has the power to make me feel loved. Cherished. Safe in a way I haven’t felt since my parents died. Since I lost Serena.

I squeeze his bloody fingers. “Yeah. Get everything you can from him—all those dates and names he mentioned. I’m going to need to tell the other Vecchissime about all of this, and it won’t be an easy sell. They worship him, and I’ll need to have proof to back up my claims. I’ll be upstairs, all right?”

He nods, his pleasure obvious. “Don’t worry, bella, I will get everything. And I’ll enjoy it a lot more than he does.”

I leave him and find the others in the living area. They’re just about to sit down at the big dining table. Donatella has showered and is dressed in a velvet leisure suit that tells the world her ass is Juicy. Her long blond hair is fluffy and rumpled, and she still looks like she could be on a catwalk. Moonface sits at her feet, gazing up at her with adoration, and Pietro is already propped up on a chair, working away on a laptop.

Matteo is on the phone, and he pauses his conversation to say, “Minnie’s on her way. She wants to know what flavors of ice cream you all like.”

“Who’s Minnie?” I realize that I’m still holding the eyeball scooper from the dungeon and set it to the side with a grimace. “And pistachio.”

“Strawberry for me,” says Donna, scratching Moonface’s soft, scarred ears. One corner has been completely torn off, poor baby.

“Vanilla,” Pietro adds, not looking up from his screen.

Matteo finishes up the call before addressing my question. “Minnie is a witch. But she’s a good witch.”

“Like Glinda?” I quip.

“Ah … Not really. She lives at Vincenzo’s court and works for him, but also hates him.”

I nod. “Pretty much like you and Luca then?”

“Pretty much,” he agrees. “Anyway. She says he’s busy, distracted, that he’s set up some kind of war room in his chambers—you know, like a big table with maps and little soldiers he pushes around with a stick?”

“Doesn’t he know you can get computer programs for that these days?” Pietro says, fingers flying over the keyboard. His hair is flopped over his face, and he looks every inch the geeky little brother I used to know and love. Except he’s not, and I’m unsure if he ever will be again. It’s like the tectonic plates of my life have shifted. Although I’ve gained Luca, I’ve lost so much. I’m dizzy, off-balance. Hungry, I realize, looking forward to my ice cream.

“Well, the Don was born, like, a gazillion years ago.” Matteo replies. “He thinks using a cell phone makes him a tech wizard. He’ll be happier with his poking sticks. But it does mean that things are shifting. We need to get there and let him know we’re still on his side, that we’re still loyal—even if we’re not. Because, well, he gets kind of unpredictable when he suspects people are betraying him.”

Ha, I think, getting up to pour myself a coffee. I know exactly how he feels.

We sit and chat, the occasional scream from the basement punctuating our conversation, until Matteo’s phone pings with an incoming message. He tells us she’s here and heads to the control room. She must have been here enough times to know not to knock or press the doorbell and set Moonface off.

“I’m excited,” whispers Donatella, leaning toward me. “I don’t know many witches, do you?”

“No, not really,” I say. “I mean, I’ve come across the odd one at a farmers’ market or whatever and met a few during Vecchissime business. But socially? No.”

Witches tend to stick to themselves. They live in their covens, which are often like old-fashioned hippie communes, and on the whole, they mind their own. They are powerful—more powerful than the rest of us—but they keep to the sidelines. They seem to have zero interest in taking control. Which is probably a good thing, because they could if they wanted to. If the Grand Ball Sack had been the patriarch of a family of ancient witches instead of Vecchissime, the supernatural world would be in a lot more trouble.

When she walks into the room and is greeted with Moonface’s trademark enthusiasm, she is not at all what I expect. She’s tiny and whip thin, and her pixie cut shows off nice, even features. Everything about her is petite and perfectly ordinary.

I take a subtle inhale, holding my amulet in my fingers, and notice Donna doing the same.

She’s a witch, all right. I pick up the faint aroma of herbs, the vaguest whiff of incense. The underlying power, buried like a riverbed. Mainly, though, I pick up ice cream—delicious, gorgeous, orgasmic ice cream. I’ve totally lost track of time now, living as we are in a house where natural light is blacked out, but my body tells me it’s ice cream o’clock.

“Sounds like somebody’s having fun downstairs,” she says breezily, unpacking cartons on the kitchen counter. She ladles it into bowls and goes around the table passing them out, guessing each flavor correctly.

She sits down and rests the point of her tiny chin in her hands. She has a nice smile, and I feel incredibly drawn to her. Whether that’s a natural gravitation or a witchy superpower, I have no clue.

“Hi,” she says, grinning at me. “I’m Minerva. Minnie to my friends. You must be Rosa.”

I keep my expression neutral as I nod, but then I blow it by tasting the ice cream and letting out a moan.

“It’s good, isn’t it?” she asks, and we all agree. Her gaze lingers on Donatella. “Agostini Seer?”

“The very same. How’d you know?” my friend replies brightly. This is how she rolls, Donatella—she comes across as cute, fluffy, so very silly. Underneath, there’s a mind as sharp and tough as a pickax.

“I saw a picture of you in a magazine once. One of those glossy ones about people who have homes in the Hamptons and charter private jets to fly from, oh I don’t know, Cairo?”

“It sure is fun to be part of the one percent.” Donna winks. “Also useful. I take it you’re fully clued up on what’s been going on?”

“Oh, fully,” says Minnie, turning her eyes to Pietro, her mouth now a thin line. She knows, obviously. I feel a flurry of discomfort at being discussed behind my back, but I clamp it down. Luca wouldn’t do anything to compromise me, and if he told his vampire bestie and their witch buddy what happened, it’s because he felt they needed to know.

Pietro still hasn’t touched his ice cream, and his face is red as he carries on with his work.

“So,” Minnie says, turning away and laying her hands flat on the table, “as you know, Vincenzo’s stepping things up. He has more soldiers in, and some of them aren’t even vamps. I smelled a few shifters stinking up the place and caught the scent of another witch. Male, powerful but young. This isn’t normal behavior for a Cosca Don, especially not Vincenzo. They’re usually all, ‘oooh, feel our mystery, feel our history, feel how special and menacing we are.’ You know?”

I laugh at her tone, which perfectly captures the pompous and deferential way I’ve heard Luca talk about his Don. These guys take themselves far too seriously.

Just then, the man himself walks through the door. He’s obviously gotten cleaned up, put on a fresh T-shirt, pulled the gobs of flesh from his hair. Vampire grooming 101.

He pauses, and something flickers across his face when he sees Minnie—not anger exactly, but he’s not pleased to see her. I have no idea if anyone else picks up on it. Maybe I’m especially attuned to his expressions, but it’s gone as quickly as it came.

“Chocolate chip,” Minnie says, pointing to a bowl in front of an empty chair. He sits where she indicates but doesn’t touch it.

“Minnie was just updating us, Boss,” Matteo says, holding his spoon down for Moonface to lick clean. “Vincenzo has been bringing in troops. You need to let him know whose side we’re on, even if it’s a lie.”

“I have,” Luca replies, pushing his hands through his damp hair. “Messaged him earlier. Told him I’m coming in at midnight. Told him I have the Seer and a high-value hostage. It looks like a piece of shit to me, but the Grand Ball Sack might want it back.” He glares at Pietro, who gives him the finger without looking up from his laptop. I’m not sure how much I like the idea of my brother being used as bait, but it doesn’t seem to bother him.

Luca glances at Minnie. “So troops are coming in? Soldiers from out of town?”

She nods and tells him what she explained to us earlier.

“Right. He’s getting ready for war,” Luca mutters, frowning as he thinks it through.

“Is he … going to the mattresses?” Donatella’s face is a picture of delight, her hands clasped together under her chin. “I’ve always wanted to say that!”

“This isn’t a joke,” Luca snaps. “It’s not a Hollywood movie. We’re talking blood and death and destruction.”

She sticks her tongue out at him. “Spoilsport. And I know how serious it is, testa di cazzo.”

Donatella has just called the most dangerous man in the room a dickhead, and I see now how tired she really is. She hides it behind her giggles and her glamour, but like me, she’s been dealing with too many Calls for too long, and on top of that, she’s got the stress of Paola’s situation. Luca isn’t as forgiving, and his face darkens at the insult.

“Pack it in, both of you.” I slam my hand down on the table before he can react, and Moonface startles and lets out a little whimper. I immediately feel bad and apologize to her.

“Look, we don’t have time for squabbling among ourselves,” I explain. “We need to put some pieces together. Kurt told us that the Grand Ball Sack hired him a decade ago for small jobs. For the last couple of years, though, they’ve been planning what’s happening now—the escalation in the Calls, the attack on Paola. He was intending to take out both the other Seers, leaving me as the most precious and special princess at the ball.” I sound bitter, and that can’t be helped. I am bitter, and that feeling isn’t going anywhere fast.

“In addition,” I continue quickly before anyone interrupts, “he’s been building up his knowledge base about the Coscas and quietly assembling a giant-ass private army and weapons supply. Everything about that suggests he’s not only looking to take over the Vecchissime, but to make a move against them as well. Vincenzo has gotten wind of it all and is preparing to defend himself—or to take him out. Have I missed anything?”

“Yeah,” Pietro pipes in, looking up from the laptop. “He’s here. In New York.”

“What?” Luca growls. “He’s here?”

“Yeah, that’s what I said. I’ve been in his diary. He hasn’t even changed his fucking password. It’s still your birthday, Rosa.”

I look at my brother and shake my head sadly. “Not my birthday. Serena’s.”

Pietro looks like he wants to argue but must decide against it. He knows I’m right.

“That’s your twin sister who died in the mysterious fire?” Minnie says, frowning. The stress she places on “mysterious” raises my hackles.

“What do you mean by that?” I ask. Pietro’s attention is now fully engaged. The fire was his tragedy too, and no matter what has happened between us since, we will always share that awful bond.

“It means I don’t like mysteries,” she answers. “You never found out what caused it, did you?”

“No, but back then the investigations were basic. Tomasso—the Grand Ball Sack said he thought it was started by an electrical fault. Ours was one of the first houses in the area to have electricity, and it was still considered a bit newfangled. What are you saying, Minerva?”

I use her full name to show that we are not yet friends, and a quirk of her eyebrow tells me she noticed and understood, but her expression remains placid. “When you and your sister were born, it was the first time a Vecchissime family had twin girls. The Capellis were the first to skip a generation, and then got two Seers at once. There was a lot of talk about it. About whether you would both be as powerful as each other, whether there would be an imbalance. Whether you might only have the power of one Seer, shared between the two of you.”

I nod, slightly freaked out at the concept of being the subject of so many whispers in the supernatural world. “We both had powers, but I’d say she was stronger. She was more … subtle, I suppose. More attuned to it. She actually liked being a Seer—I just wanted to forget all about it and have a good time.”

“There was a theory, only a theory,” Minnie says carefully, obviously aware that she is stepping onto already fractured ice, “that if one of you died—say, in a mysterious fire—then the other would become more powerful. That it would concentrate in the remaining child.”

I turn it over in my mind, examining it from every angle, and find that it doesn’t quite add up. “He’d never do that.” I shake my head, adamant. “Not even he would do that. He loved Serena, loved the very bones of her. And my mother was his own daughter.”

“From what I’ve heard, though,” she continues relentlessly, “Serena wasn’t supposed to be there that night, was she? It was you who should have been in the house. And as for your parents … Could they have known something, figured something out, about Anna Lombardi? Something that he didn’t want made public?”

I blink hard, suddenly short of breath. Luca is at my side in a flash, his hands on my shoulders in an attempt to soothe me. I push him away. This is not a time for soothing.

I look at my brother in shock as he thinks it all through with his practical Maker mind.

“It could be true, sis,” he says, slipping back into a term of endearment I can’t fight. “You swapped with Serena. I was sleeping over at his place. I don’t want to think it, but bearing in mind everything he’s done since, she could be right.”

I nod and carefully arrange my hands on my lap. They’re trembling, and I shove them between my thighs to hide it. I can’t come apart now. I can’t break. He cannot fucking win. I have always felt responsible for Serena’s death, always thought it should have been me who died, and it’s possible I was actually right all along. And my parents, Angela? Collateral damage for a psychopath. Pietro, he kept safe at his house—probably already planning how to brainwash him and shape him in his own image.

“Okay,” I say, amazed at how calm my voice sounds. “Well. That’s a theory, and one we can look at later—assuming we’re all still alive. For now, we have to deal with what’s right in front of us. Vincenzo’s prepping for war, Tomasso’s in town, and we’re stuck right in the middle. We have to stop them. If we don’t, a lot of people will die, and I could end up as a pawn in his sick game. That is not going to happen. So now, we put aside the mysterious fire, and we deal with the more immediate problem, okay?”

Everyone around me nods, and I realize that maybe I didn’t sound quite as calm as I thought. Luca’s arm goes around my shoulder, and Donna reaches out to pat my cheek like a nonna comforting a child. Moonface creeps under the table and licks at my fingers. Even the dog sees through my bravado.

“You’re right,” says Minnie, offering a small smile. “And I’m sorry to have upset you. We do have a lot to deal with, and I suppose one of those things is the blood spell.”

Luca’s arm tightens around me, his fingers digging painfully into my flesh. I look up at him, and he gazes sorrowfully back as I ask, “Blood spell? What blood spell?”
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LUCA

Irace up the stairs after her, fighting the desire to strangle Minnie all the way. Except it’s not Minnie’s fault. It’s mine.

As soon as I saw the witch sitting there, surrounded by fucking ice cream, I realized I’d made a mistake. I should have told Rosa about the blood spell sooner—or I at least should have told Minnie to stay quiet until I had the chance to break it to her myself. Like the asshole I am, I did neither.

Now I have to deal with the worst possible outcome, and the fallout is going to be nuclear. One look at Rosa’s calm, still face as she listened to Minnie’s brief explanation of the possible spell that binds us together told me how upset she was.

After the conversation about the Grand Ball Sack, it was like a double-whammy punch to the gut.

Yeah, I’m right back to wanting to strangle Minnie.

By the time I reach the landing outside my room, she’s already in there. She heard Minnie out, nodded, then without any warning, she bolted. As if it was all some kind of game, Moonface chased after her and blocked me on the stairs when I followed. I had to leap over the pit bull, and that gave Rosa a head start. The locked door is the price I’m now paying for being so slow.

“Rosa!” I yell. “Open the fucking door.”

Aggression might not be the best approach here, but it’s all I’ve got.

I hear no reply from her, and I raise my foot and kick the damn thing in. As I burst into the room, off-balance, three things happen in rapid succession.

First, she trips me. She’s waiting at the side of the door, obviously two steps ahead of me. She sticks out her leg, and I go ass-forward over it onto the carpet. After that, she hits me in the head with a hardback copy of an Agatha Christie book, using all her Vecchissime strength and power. The spine cracks as it connects with my skull, and I roll onto my back with blood running down my face. Then, while I’m on the floor and seeing stars, she straddles me and sticks a stake in my chest.

Not all the way in. She doesn’t want to kill me. At least not yet. But it’s piercing the skin, down into my flesh, hovering right above my heart. She’s a pro, and she won’t fumble it. A few more inches of pressure and it’s game over.

Her green eyes glow with a predatory shine, her expression completely devoid of emotion. I see her now the way countless other vampires must have seen her—as an efficient, ruthless killing machine.

I grab her wrists and hold them tight, then I push the stake deeper inside my own body. “Do it,” I snarl. “If you’re going to kill me, just fucking do it.”

I’m taking a risk here, I know. I don’t think she hates me quite that much yet, but I can’t be sure. Conflicting emotions run over her beautiful face as I continue to slowly plunge the stake farther inside me. I have maybe three seconds’ worth of muscle and tissue left before she hits home.

After two of those seconds, she growls and throws herself off me. She slings the stake across the room so hard it lodges in the wall above the bed and drips blood down toward the brass frame.

Agony rips through me, but I suck in a breath and tell myself to push past it. It’s only physical pain, and it will pass. It will heal. There are more important matters to deal with right now.

I drag myself upright and scoot over to her side. She’s sitting in a crumpled heap on the floor, her arms wrapped around her knees, hair dangling around her face like a curtain.

I reach out, knowing that if I pull back that curtain I will see her crying. Knowing it and hating myself for having caused it. I vowed to protect this woman, and now I’ve hurt her.

“Don’t fucking touch me!” she shrieks. “If you fucking touch me, Luca da Firenze, I swear I won’t need a stake. I’ll pull your stinking heart out with my bare hands.”

She sounds like she means it, and I remind myself that I’m not dealing with an ordinary woman here. With her skill, her experience, the fury she’s feeling right now, she could well be able to do it. I ignore the blood that’s still pouring from my wound.

“I won’t touch you,” I say. “But I’ve got to talk to you, Rosa.”

She takes a breath, calms herself. “Talk as much as you like. That doesn’t mean I have to listen. Or can you make me, Luca? Can you just, poof, magic word, blood spell bullshit compel me to listen to you? In the same way you’ve been in my head all this time, manipulating me? The same way you’ve made me … want you, the way I’ve wanted you? Has this all been some fucking sick game you’ve been playing with me, seeing far you could push me? How far you could make the Seer fall?”

Her words hurt more than the stake. “No! Rosa, that’s not what this is. You have to believe me.”

“Do I? Do I really? Will the blood spell make me believe you? Do I have any free will left at all?”

I force myself to stay still. To remain calm. To let her anger flow over me, because I deserve it. All of it. “Rosa, I don’t think there’s any spell in the world that could make you do something you don’t want to do. And we don’t even know if it’s true. At this point, it’s only a theory, something that Minnie thought might explain how I felt when I met you. There might not be any fucking blood spell. We don’t know if it’s real. I didn’t know if it was real …”

“That’s the thing, though, isn’t it?” She glares at me. “You didn’t know if it was real, but you knew it was possible, which is more than I did. How long have you known? And do not make this worse by lying to me, you devious bastard.”

I’m burning with the need to reach out to her, to take away some of her suffering. My hands edge toward hers, but she slaps them away viciously. “No,” she says firmly. “You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to be the person who causes me pain and also the person who consoles me. That ship has sailed. Now talk. When did you first find out about this blood spell?”

I sigh and rub my healing chest as I think it through. There’s no point trying to lie to her—she’d find out the truth in the end anyway. She already thinks I’m the scum of the earth, and she’s probably fucking right.

“The first day I was in Chicago,” I reply. “That’s when it was first mentioned.”

She looks up at me from her hair shield, and sure enough, tears sparkle in her eyes. That alone is enough to make me wish I shoved that stake into my heart. This incredible woman has survived so much—loss, grief, unimaginable betrayal. In the remarkably short time I’ve known her, trauma of every kind has been inflicted upon her. Yet despite it all, she’s stayed strong. Stayed whole. All it took was me to finally break her. I’m a fucking monster, just like I always knew I was.

“Right,” she murmurs, piecing together the timeline. “That’s what gave you the idea to Call me. To bring me to you in the middle of the night and literally mind-fuck me.”

“It’s what made me think it was possible,” I admit. “I needed to see you and I wasn’t sure where to find you, so I tried it. I didn’t know if it would work or not. And before you get too pissed, remember that it was only because of that connection that I was able to track you to Tomasso’s house and get you the hell out of there.”

“Yeah,” she says, her mouth twisting bitterly. “My hero.”

I hate her sarcasm. I hate how she’s looking at me right now, like she’s never met me before. Like everything between us has been a lie. Mainly, I hate myself for not telling her. For putting her in this position. I’m so used to being alone, to constantly fighting, that I forgot how to communicate with someone I give a shit about. Maybe I never knew.

“Look, I’m sorry, all right? I was freaked about it too. I should have told you.” I need to be saying more. Need to be begging, pleading, on my fucking knees in front of her. But the words won’t come.

“You think?” she says, her voice hard but her hands visibly trembling. “You should have told me? When would have been a good time, Luca? Before or after you screwed me in the hotel bathroom? Before or after I let you feed from me? Before or after I started to fucking trust you? Before I started to fucking love you. God, I am such an idiot. None of it was real.”

“No, please. You’re not an idiot. It was real. It was all real. I was right there with you, feeling every second. It was fucking real, all right?”

She’s sobbing openly now, her whole body racked with the force of it. Tears spill down her cheeks and pool at the base of her throat, trickling down to her stupid amulet.

I grab her and am met with kicks and punches and cursed threats. I ignore it all and pull her onto my lap. I crush her close, wrapping my arms around her, and run my hands down her hair as she slaps me and bites at me and tries to headbutt me. She’s angry, but she’s also sad, and that makes her attacks less effective. Thank fuck.

I keep her there, bundled up in my arms, a ball of snot and fury, until she eventually runs out of steam. At least for now. I pull the drape of her hair back from her face and kiss her forehead. Her eyes are screwed closed, and although tears are leaking from their corners, the sobs have subsided.

“It was real, Rosa,” I murmur. “All of it. I never believed it was all down to some centuries-old spell. I always believed it was us. That we are the magic. I still believe that.”

She’s weak now, all fight gone. As she turns her tortured eyes on me, it hits me that it is worse than the alternative.

“You should have told me,” she says. “Instead, you kept it secret because it suited you. You took my choice away. You let me love you, let me fuck you, all while you knew it was possible that I was only feeling those things because of a spell. That I only wanted you because of a spell. Do you know how that feels, Luca, to have all your autonomy taken away from you?”

I do. Of course I fucking do. I was sold into a family of beasts before I was born and turned into a vampire without permission. I was screwed every night by the woman who turned me, and since she died, I’ve been owned by yet another creature who can explode my heart at any moment. Choices? What the fuck are those?

I say none of this. Because it’s not her fault. She wasn’t a part of any of that. She has given me joy. Purpose. A reason to live.

Except now she hates me, and that might be for the best. For both of us.

But I stroke her hair and say, “Cara mia, you always knew I was a bad guy deep down. You say you loved me, but maybe you didn’t. Maybe, as you say, it was all because of a spell. That makes a lot more fucking sense than a woman like you loving a man like me. And if you like, we can talk to Minnie, see if we can get it broken. Then you’ll be free of me, and if it’s what you want, you won’t have to see me again. But first, we need to deal with the situation we’re in. We need to deal with Vincenzo and the men who have betrayed you.”

“Huh,” she scoffs. “The men who have betrayed me? I suppose you think that means Tomasso and Pietro. But right now, the only betrayal I feel is yours. Real or not, Luca, you’ve broken my heart.”

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 24
[image: ]


ROSA

The witch finds me an hour or so later. I have relocated to one of the spare bedrooms and showered. I’m not sure any amount of water will wash away the taint of what’s happened, but it’s all I have.

Luca didn’t want to let me go, didn’t want me to leave his room, but I made it clear the days of me doing what he asked were gone. Even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t be able to trust that my feelings were real and not the byproduct of some creepy-ass spell. Every decision I’ve made—every single thing I’ve felt or done since I met him—is now polluted. The fruit of a poisoned tree.

I’ve asked Pietro and Donna to go over everything we’ve pieced together, to look at all the information with fresh eyes, to pick it all apart without relying on any of my instincts or anything I previously felt sure about.

It needs to be done, because I can’t trust him and I can’t trust my own judgment. And I’m not about to start trusting a witch I don’t know from Eve.

She knocks and pops her pixie-cut head around the door, smiling gently and asking if it’s okay to come in. I relent because she might at least have some answers about the spell. I can make use of her, even if I don’t trust her.

“I brought you some tea.” She places a steaming mug on the bedside table. I sniff the air and come up with chamomile and cinnamon and not much more.

“Don’t worry,” she adds, blinking slowly. “I didn’t add any hemlock. I save that for special occasions. How are you doing?”

“Oh, you know—questioning every choice I’ve made since I met him. Feeling violated by the spell. Feeling betrayed by him for not telling me. Generally pissed at the whole universe.”

“Ah. Right. Well, I’m not sure the tea is going to help, then. But I am sorry for my part in it. I’m sorry you found out like that. I assumed he’d told you, and you know what they say about when we assume things.”

I rein myself in. None of this is her fault. “It makes an ass of u and me. Yeah. Look, I don’t blame you, Minnie. He should have told me. I can understand him not spilling it as soon as he knew. It was early days, things were fragile, and I suppose I can accept that he was still figuring shit out himself.”

“Matteo says he was totally pissed when he found out,” she says. “Called it a parasite.”

“Yeah. That’s kind of how it feels to me as well. But he … Well, let’s say things got complicated between us. On a personal level.”

“No need to be embarrassed. I know what sex is.”

“This felt like more than sex. This felt life-changing. It altered me. Yeah, the sex was mind-blowing—but I also fell in love for the first time ever. I haven’t had that before. Never let myself open up enough … Until I met him. And now I get told that it was all the result of some ancient spell, and that he knew all along. I feel like a foolish little girl. I feel angry and violated. He took advantage. It might have been something he had no control over either, but at least he knew. I was kept in the dark. So I still have all this love for him, still feel drawn to him—but I also kind of hate him and want to stake him. It’s really fun.”

Minnie nods, her eyes thoughtful, but stays silent. I don’t suppose there’s much she can say.

I move around the room, picking up the dirty clothes I discarded, marked with Luca’s blood, and throwing them into the laundry basket. They must spend a fortune on stain removers in this place.

I’m in the middle of counting the cash I have left in my emergency fund when she finally speaks. “I wanted to think about what I said before I said it,” she explains, pulling a face. “I haven’t been doing well at that since I met you. Maybe there’s some blood spell that makes me verbally spew to you without considering the effects of what I’m saying. Anyway, two things … No, three, maybe four, although they’re kind of interconnected.”

I sit down next to her on the bed and sip my steaming tea. She still looks like she’s counting in her head, and I make an exasperated sound. “Talk or leave, Minnie. I don’t have a lot of patience left.”

“Well, first of all,” she says, “we haven’t checked if there definitely is a spell. We could all be overreacting.”

“We could, but it feels right. It explains a lot. And wasn’t it you who suggested it in the first place?”

“Yes,” she replies. “But I also said I needed to do some tests to be sure.”

“What, like some kind of witch sonogram?”

“More like a blood test.”

Of course it would be a blood test. “Okay, so can we do that?”

“I’ll need both you and Luca to agree to it, but I’m sure he will. I’d be really surprised, though, if it came up clean. When Matteo first told me that Luca was in the UK, that he’d met you and was reacting to you in a way that was completely out of character, completely inexplicable, I was immediately suspicious.”

Exactly as I should have been, I now know.

“Vincenzo is a vile creature,” she says. “But he has methods to keep his people loyal, whether they want to be or not. Luca considered disobeying him, and that was huge. So I asked some questions and dredged up some memories, communal witchy folklore kind of stuff, and I did a bit of research. The answer that fit best was a blood spell, cast at his birth or maybe his transformation, somehow binding him to you.”

“But he was born hundreds of years before me. How would that have worked?”

“It might not have been that specific. It wouldn’t have been like ‘this spell binds Luca and Rosa forever and ever.’ It would have been designed to be triggered by certain circumstances. By certain dangers, perhaps, like your amulet is. Thinking out loud here, but Luca was turned the day the Bargain was sealed, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah, he mentioned that. I suppose there would have been some world-class witches knocking around the place back then.”

“Absolutely. The best, the most powerful, the wisest among us. The ones who would have been looking ahead and been given the job of peeking around corners.”

“What?” I say, frowning. This is news to me. “Witches can see the future?”

“Not exactly. It’s not linear, and often not clear, and only a few can do it. But some witches are blessed—cursed, whatever—with the ability to see snatches of what happens down the line. If one of those witches saw something really, really bad coming up, like, Bargain-era bad, she might have had cause to cast the blood spell. Witches don’t live long—one-fifty max—so she won’t be around for me to ask.”

I shake my head, overwhelmed by the sheer uncertainty of it all. I hate this. I’d much rather be out there shoving my stake into something than trying to figure out a centuries-old mystery.

“Too many questions,” I mutter. “Not enough answers. Why Luca? Why me—and by me, I obviously mean random future Seer, because I’m not special enough to actually be named. And just … why?”

“Witches like to keep the peace. We are all about balance. And what’s happening now is not balanced. The Vecchissime were given power in the Bargain, and the four families were supposed to offset any rising tide of badness from the vamps. They were supposed to prevent a repeat of what happened back then. Death, destruction, mass murder, potential exposure … It’s all about checks and balances.”

“Right. Yeah. I see what you mean. If the Grand Ball Sack is making a takeover bid, looking to effectively end the other Seers and destroy their families in the process, then one of those checks and balances is removed.”

“And if you throw into the mix the way that Vincenzo is reacting—the same way the other Coscas will react—it’s even more dangerous. The Coscas are organized, well-funded, completely ruthless. A full-on war between them and Tomasso would be a disaster. Like, whole-cities-getting-wiped-out type of disaster. Like a no-way-humans-wouldn’t-notice disaster. The type of disaster that would completely fuck up any semblance of balance.”

“Okay,” I say, nodding. “I get that. But what can Luca and I do about it? We’re two ordinary people.”

She lets out a tinkling little laugh. I have no idea what’s so funny, and I kind of want to punch her in the face. “Ordinary? You and Luca? You’re kidding, right? You’re two of the most extraordinary people I’ve ever met. I don’t have all the answers, but something about Luca must have made him the right man for the job. I wonder what he knows about his bloodline.”

I shrug. “You’d have to ask him. All he’s mentioned to me is that his biological mother was a maid who sold him to the Firenzes before he was born.”

“Right. Well, maybe that’s true, maybe it’s not. He only has the word of the Firenzes to go on. There could be something there. Something he doesn’t know about his lineage. Either way, he’s special. You must know that.”

“I thought I did,” I say. “But I there’s this whole pesky blood spell thing going on, so I’m not sure.”

“Well I don’t have a blood spell, and I’m sure. He’s the kind of man who pulls people toward him. A leader. He … makes you feel like whatever you throw at him, he’ll deal with it. I’m not the only one who thinks this. He has support at court too. Not the new guys, obviously, but the ones who’ve been there for years, watching Vincenzo go more and more off the rails. Nobody’s said it out loud, but Luca’s well-liked, respected, plus people are terrified of him. He could be a challenge to Vincenzo.”

I think about what she’s said and wish I didn’t have to. I hate that my life is now intimately tied up with Mafia vampire politics. It’s all so preposterous.

“Okay. Well, lucky old Luca, I suppose. It has nothing to do with me.”

“Don’t be silly, Rosa. It has everything to do with you. He isn’t bound to Donatella or Paola. He’s bound to you. You’re stronger than you know. If the theories were right, you might have the power of two Seers. I know this sucks to talk about, but did you notice any change after Serena died?”

Yeah, I think, I noticed a lot of changes. Like feeling lonely all the fucking time. Like being consumed with grief at the loss of my family while knives made of guilt stabbed me in the eyeballs every minute of every goddamn day.

That’s not what she means though. “I’m not sure,” I answer. “I mean, we were still young then, and we weren’t on active duty. I was certainly strong, but I guess I was angry and eager to get on with killing things, you know?”

“I can imagine. And since then, apart from the last few weeks, you’ve never really been challenged, have you? And your visions, I’m guessing, are stronger than the other Seers’ visions?”

I nod. No point lying; they are. And I haven’t ever really struggled with my kills, no matter how many vamps I faced or how vicious they were. “I’m not great at charming people,” I say weakly.

She waves her hand dismissively. “Pah. So what. In every way that matters, Rosa, you might be the most powerful Seer that’s ever lived—which means you’re the most powerful Vecchissime to have ever lived. Together, you and Luca could be a force to reckon with. I think the witch who cast that spell saw what was coming and did this to counteract it.”

“Great,” I say, standing up. I’m desperate to move, for action, for anything other than sitting here feeling like a pawn in some ancient game. “Well, let’s go get tested. Can you do it, or do we need, like, some kind of special witch?”

“That’s hurtful—I am a special witch, thank you very much. But yes, we can do it now. Let’s find Luca.”

She follows me down the stairs, and I ask, “What’s your deal, anyway? Witches don’t usually leave their own kind. You clearly despise Vincenzo. Why have you been with him for so long?”

“Well, that’s complicated, and maybe I’ll tell you over a beer some time. For now, just hold on to the part about me hating Vincenzo—because I do, with a passion.” The hard edge of her voice leaves me in no doubt about it. Her cutesy name, adorable hair, and petite frame are clearly deceptive. Minnie would make a formidable enemy that I would hate to find myself on the wrong side of.

The conversation in the kitchen trails off as we walk in, and Moonface runs over to woof at me in greeting. They’re all still sitting around the table, apart from Luca. He’s pacing the room, still wearing the same T-shirt I staked him through. The wound has healed, but the blood on the fabric is still glistening red and moist. I avoid his eyes and sit next to Donatella.

“Anything new?” I ask.

“Yeah,” says Pietro, pointing at his screen. “I found out that the Grand Ball Sack has bought an old camp up in the Catskill Mountains.”

“A camp?” I repeat. “As in where children used to go for summer, maybe by a lake, possibly haunted by the memory of a mask-wearing, knife-wielding mass murderer?”

“Exactly like that,” he says. “It’s big, lots of land, and he’s been building there. Basic sleeping accommodations.”

“Barracks?”

“That’s my thought. He’s here, and maybe part of his army is here. I’ve been doing some digging into possible purchases near the other Cosca HQs, and I’ve found something in Mexico. A former drug lord’s compound, now owned by the Grand Ball Sack. He was always good at logistics.”

I turn it over in my mind. He’s putting his pieces in place, getting ready for a big play.

“And I spoke to Paola’s father,” Donna adds. “Apparently, Tomasso has been on the phone with him several times, claiming he’s found a powerful new Healer and wanting to find out her location so he can send him to her.”

I wince. “That wouldn’t end well. I assume you already warned them not to tell him?”

“Of course. They were confused—everyone trusts Tomasso, you know that. He ended up hedging his bets though. Gave Tomasso a fake address and sent guards he trusts there to see what happens. If he sends anything other than a genuine Healer, they’ll know he was lying, and it’s game on.”

Except it isn’t a game, I remind myself. It’s a war—Vecchissime against Vecchissime, family against family. Coscas fighting back against the attack. Vamps and humans and everything in between will get sucked into the black hole of violence, and the innocent will suffer. More children will lose their parents; more kids will lose their sisters and brothers. Men and women will die in agony.

And for what?

For the power-hungry dreams of two old men who should have died decades ago.

I can’t do anything about that at this exact moment, but I can do one thing. I roll up the sleeve of my top and lay my arm flat on the table. I’m aware of Luca’s eyes burning into me, and I force myself to look up at him. What I see is unsettling in every way: anger, fear, and sadness are heaped on top of the fierce possessiveness he’s displayed since I first met him.

I’m hit by the realization of why he didn’t say it back when I told him I loved him. He knew that if he did, it might only be the blood spell talking. Perhaps I should thank him for that one small mercy.

“Sit your ass down,” I growl at him. “And get ready for your blood test. We’re answering at least one question, right now.”

He glares at me, folds his arms across his chest, and stays where he is. “And what if you don’t like the answer, bella? What if the spell is there, as we suspect? You want to break it? You want to be free of me, right at the time you need me most? We are on the brink of war here, and we need every tactical advantage we can get.”

It shouldn’t hurt, but it does. It’s like he’s taken his fingers to an already tender spot, a bruise or a break or a bullet hole, and jammed them right in there. Without needing to pick up a single blade from his torture table, he managed to cut me. I’m horrified when tears spring to my eyes, and I screw my lids tight to keep them where they belong. That’s what I am to him, what I’ve been all along—a tactical advantage. He’s played a clever game, and he doesn’t want to lose his MVP at the end.

“I’m glad you see me as a tactical advantage, Luca. I’m glad I’ve been useful. Now sit the fuck down. I need to know if this thing exists or not. But did you hear me say I was going to break it? I’m not an idiot—at least not most of the time. I see the value of it for the time being. I see how it could help keep us alive. So, while we need it, I’ll consider leaving it be. But I have to know, okay?”

Our eyes lock, and despite everything—or maybe because of it—I feel the urge to go to him. To let myself sink into those powerful arms, to run my fingers through that thick hair. To lean up and kiss the sensitive spot beneath his ear that drives him wild.

His hand goes up to his neck, to that exact same spot, and he claws at it as though he has an itch. Yeah. We really need to sort this thing out.

Coming to the same conclusion, he nods once and sits opposite me. The others clear away from the table without being asked, Pietro wheeling himself backward in his chair.

Hang on. What the fuck? “When did you get a wheelchair?” I ask.

“About a half hour ago. Matteo got it for me.”

“What? How?”

Matteo gives me a lazy grin. “Well, Rosa, we have this thing called the internet these days. But as you can’t kill it or fuck it, it’s probably not relevant to you.”

“Ha. Ha. You should do stand up. Okay, Minnie, how does this work?”

She’s currently holding a wickedly sharp-looking knife into the flames of the gas stove, so I’m guessing we don’t all simply hold hands and sing folk songs.

“You have to open your hearts to me. Open your minds to me. And, uh, yeah, open your veins, just a little bit.”

I notice Matteo turning away as she approaches and assume his control isn’t as good as Luca’s. As Minnie takes hold of my forearm and pierces the skin in a vertical slash two inches across, he walks out of the room, shouting for Moonface to follow.

Nobody else bats an eye, and pretty soon, I have other things on my mind—like pain and the fact that Minnie is spilling my blood into a little bowl and mixing it in with some foul-smelling herby substance.

She chants as she works, something deep and discordant, and I swear to god, a few strands of her short hair float up into the air. Witches are weird.

She goes over to Luca and does exactly the same to him. He doesn’t flinch as she cuts him. Instead, he looks at me as she holds his wound over the bowl. I stare at his arms, mesmerized by the corded muscle and golden skin, wanting nothing more than to leap over the table and lick the blood from his flesh.

There’s a hint of static in my mind, a little buzz that makes me want to stick my finger in my ear, and I hear his voice in my head. It was real, Rosa. No matter what she says, it was real for me.

Get out, I reply mentally. I am not talking to you.

I slam the doors to my brain shut, but judging from the little smirk on his lips, it’s too late. He caught the tail end of what I was thinking, what I was imagining. The little tingle in my pants that tells me no matter how much I want to hate him, I can’t stop wanting him.

Minnie carries on with her chanting and mixing and herbing, and then takes a sip of water from a glass on the table. She dips the tip of the knife into the blood and swirls it around, coating it, before lifting it to her lips. After licking it clean, she sits back in her chair, her hands wrapped around the bowl.

She stares at us both and says some words that sound like no words I’ve ever heard before. It’s a real mind-fuck, the way she’s looking at me, but I find it impossible to turn away. She’s doing her witch thing, and I have to let her.

After a few moments, a look of almost orgasmic happiness comes over her face. She wriggles around, her pelvis squirming, and lets out a long sigh. Yeah, right—maybe not so much “almost” anymore. I think the witch just came, right here in front of us.

She throws her head back and sighs again. A whoosh of physical pleasure rushes through my body like vertigo. I think we all feel it. Donatella straightens and lets out a cry, and Pietro slumps in his chair, his face red and confused. I refuse to look at Luca. That would be asking for trouble. I sit through it, letting it wash over me, until Minnie pulls herself together.

She rubs her hands over her face and peeks out from behind her fingers, grinning. “Sorry about that, guys. Blood magic is powerful stuff, and that … Well, that was something else. I can see why you’ve struggled to keep your hands off each other.”

I stare at the table, determined not to crack. Determined not to beg for information.

“Stop fucking around, Minnie,” Luca growls. “What did you find?”

“Blood spell,” she answers, looking from him to me and back again. “Old. Strong. Delicious. Whoever cast that knew what they were up to. It’s lain dormant inside you both until you met, and then … Well, kaboom.”

I risk a quick glance at him from beneath my lashes. At that sinfully beautiful face, the lips that can reduce me to rubble. The fingers that know every inch of my body. I have a flash of all the times we’ve been together—the fucking, the sucking, the earth-shattering orgasms. The small kindnesses and gentle caresses. The way our bodies and minds have always felt like two halves of one whole. Kaboom indeed.

It was amazing. It was a revelation. And it was all a lie. A lie I am going to have to live with for the time being.
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LUCA

There’s only an hour left before we leave, and the only plan we’ve come up with makes me feel like horny scorpions are fucking inside my kidneys.

Pietro has hacked some satellite feeds or some other kind of Maker-smart crap and tells us the fighters Tomasso mobilized are still at the camp. He also says Tomasso is still there because the car he uses for long-distance trips is still parked outside. That seems pretty flimsy to me, but Rosa agreed that the Grand Ball Sack wouldn’t go anywhere unless it was in that particular dick-mobile. He is a creature of habit, she insists.

Minnie has gone back to court, and she’ll stay in touch with anything relevant. She’ll also be carrying out a stealth mission to see what kind of support I have there. I don’t want to be the Don, and I never have, which Matteo says makes me the perfect person for the job.

I’m still hoping it doesn’t come to that. The only way to defeat Vincenzo would be by killing him, and the man has stayed alive for centuries. His body might look like it’s rotting from the inside out, but he’s strong where it counts. He has loyal men, he has Carlos, he has control over hundreds of vamps within a ten-mile radius alone. And as he owns me, body and soul, he has me, and he can wrap his iron fist around my heart at any moment he chooses.

The only way to stop that from happening is to challenge him in front of the whole court. Coscas are built on tradition, on structure, on rules—and one of them is that the Don of any family can be challenged by anybody brave enough or stupid enough to do it.

It happens. Vamps with egos bigger than their brains, humans with grievances after losing loved ones. Even a shifter once, who tried to take him on as a boa constrictor. Challenged him in human form, shifted, and planned to wrap himself around the Don’s neck and crush him. Didn’t work. Vincenzo tore him to scaly pieces and fed him to his ex-wife, Felicia, in a soup.

Most don’t make it past stage one, issuing the challenge in front of witnesses. Someone turns up looking for a fight, they tend to get exploded before they’re through the door. The ones who succeed usually pretend to be there for something else and say the words before he or Carlos realize the truth.

The chances of me winning a challenge lie somewhere between zero and minus a million. But if it comes to that, if it is the only option left to me, then I will take it. If this whole shitshow goes wrong and that’s the only thing I can do to buy her time, then I’ll do it.

Now, we’re all in the living area, preparing to head to see the Don. The plan is to give him Pietro along with all the intel Pietro has about Tomasso’s plans. Rosa was set against it, but she was overruled and outvoted. Not that there was a vote. This isn’t a fucking democracy—unless I know I’m going to win.

Pietro and his toys in return for Rosa’s life is what I have to offer, along with Rosa as a way into the Vecchissime to make sure they know what Tomasso’s up to. It’s a good deal for Vincenzo. He gets to use Pietro as a bargaining chip with his grandfather and gets to learn exactly how many men Tomasso has, where they are, and when they move. That gives him a huge advantage and means he could end this war before it begins. It’s a chance to wipe out his enemy without risk.

It also means that once Rosa and Donna tell the other heads of their families what’s been happening, the Vecchissime will accept that it wasn’t Vincenzo who started the conflict—that their own precious elder statesman was behind everything.

Vincenzo comes out of it all smelling like roses and with the chance to eradicate the Grand Ball Sack. All he needs to do in return is promise to keep the peace and to let Rosa go. She’s also insisting we ask for Pietro back and requesting to deal with Tomasso if he’s captured. I agreed to it because it will never happen. Pietro he might keep around, the kid can be useful, but Tomasso doesn’t stand a chance of seeing another dawn after what he’s pulled.

I don’t care about that. I don’t care about either of them, and I don’t care who does or doesn’t get hurt in a war. All I care about is her and getting her out in one piece. I don’t give a fuck if that’s me speaking or a blood spell cast by some ancient hag as an insurance policy all that time ago. It’s what I feel, bone deep, in every cell of my body.

She’s up in her room with Donatella. Any other women and I’d think maybe they were trying on outfits or doing each other’s hair. Those two will be sharpening stakes and polishing their amulets.

Pietro is still glued to his laptop, sipping some vile energy drink and tapping his toes on the floor in a jerky beat. Looks like those legs of his might be on the mend. I don’t think he knows he’s doing it, and I’m not going to point it out. It might make him happy.

I call Matteo away from the couch where he’s throwing a ball for Moonface and laughing each time she chases it and tears it to bits. He has a whole box of them to get through. Every time I see the dog clamp her jaws down and shake her head, I’m reminded of how powerful she is and how someone tried to abuse that power. They didn’t live to tell the tale thanks to Matteo, and if it’s up to me, Tomasso will go the same way as the pit-bull fighting crew.

In the hallway, away from Pietro’s prying ears, he gestures for me to speak my mind. “All good, Boss?”

“Been better, pal. Look, this plan sucks. It makes sense. It’s logical. It’s exactly the kind of deal Vincenzo should go for. But you know what that probably means, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” he says, frowning. “It means it’s exactly the kind of deal he might shit all over just to be an asshole. But I don’t think so, Luca. Yeah, he’s a loon, but he’s not stupid. He’s the one who’s been wary of the Grand Ball Sack this whole time. He saw what he was before anyone else, and he’s the one who started this whole play. Okay, so you’re not bringing him her dead body, but you are bringing her brother and her loyalty. You’re offering her as an ally against his real enemy, and he didn’t get where he is today by ignoring a sweet deal like that.”

“He got where he is today by plotting the murder of his own sister and by bathing in blood for centuries. Logic isn’t always his first response. But … Well, I hope I’m wrong. I hope he takes it. I hope Tomasso is wiped off the board, and the Vecchissime see sense, and we all go back to our normal state of play—ignoring the fuck out of each other. But if he doesn’t—if it goes wrong—you know what I need you to do.”

A cloud of unhappiness settles on his face, and he shakes his head. “No, Boss. My priority is you. You’re my man. If you go down, I’m going down right at your side.”

“You are my man, Matteo, and I’m telling you now, if I go down, you get her out of there. If I end up challenging, you know I’ll lose, but it’ll buy you time. He’ll be distracted. I’ll keep him busy long enough. I need you to promise me, brother. I can’t go into this worrying about her. I can’t concentrate if all I’m thinking about is what happens to her when I’m gone. This is some messed-up shit, but I love her. I really love her.”

He grins, and I wait for the wisecrack I know is coming. “Aw, that’s so sweet,” he says, punching me in the shoulder so hard I rock back. “Does she make you want to be the best version of yourself?”

“Shut the fuck up and tell me you’ll do it. Whatever happens, promise me you’ll get her out of there and get her safe. Promise me.”

He meets my eyes, and I see the moment he accepts it. The moment he agrees to let me die if he needs to. It goes against every grain of who he is, but he nods anyway. He’ll do it because I’ve asked him to.

“Okay, Boss. I get it. I’ll save the Seer, all right? But listen, don’t you think you should be talking to her instead of me? We’ve got time. Go see her. Stop being a moody vampire asshole and go tell her what you just told me.”

Fuck, I think as he leaves me and goes back to the dog. He’s right. If this whole thing goes sideways, then this might be the last time I ever get to talk to her. My heart contracts at the thought, and there’s a weird stinging sensation behind my eyeballs. I rub them, wondering what the fuck is wrong, and my knuckles come back wet.

I’m crying. I’m actually fucking crying. I haven’t done that since Isabella, and I thought I’d lost the ability.

I swipe at the tears and screw up my eyes until it stops. Nobody needs to see this, especially not Rosa an hour before we take her into the lion’s den.

Once I have myself under control, I take the stairs up to the next floor and knock on the door of the bedroom she’s using. Donatella pulls it open and gives me one of her little finger waves as I walk in. She’s painted her nails bright red, and I roll my eyes.

“What?” she asks, blowing on them, “You don’t have pre-fight rituals?”

“Sure,” I reply. “But mine involve sharpening knives and testing guns.”

“So? Mine involve personal grooming. Get over yourself, big guy. And since when did vamps use weapons?”

“Since always. You might not see much of it in your line of work, but in the Coscas, we use whatever gets the job done. Doesn’t kill other vamps, but it sure slows them down. What the fuck are those things around your neck?”

Rosa is perched on the bed, dressed in all black, her thick hair tied up in a ponytail. Both she and Donna have their amulets wrapped in little black velvet pouches.

“They’re Gucci. You like?” the blond Seer says, twirling hers in front of my face. “It was my idea. We’re heading into a vampire lair. There will be monsters everywhere, danger around every corner, and oodles of people wanting to kill us. So the amulets are likely to get real hot, real fast, and stay like that. This is a way of stopping us from getting burned. Smart, don’t you think?”

It kind of is, now that I come to think of it, and I nod. Rosa has remained silent throughout this whole exchange, her legs tucked beneath her, a collection of stakes of different sizes on the floor. All of them look sharp as fuck.

“Donatella,” I say as Rosa keeps her attention anywhere but me. “Can we have the room to ourselves? I need to talk to Rosa.”

She looks to her friend for permission, and I’m relieved when Rosa gives her a tiny nod. It’s possible she wants to use those stakes on me, but at least she hasn’t turned me away.

Donatella pauses in the doorway, hands on her hips. “Two things before I go. First of all, Rosa tells me there are Scandinavian equivalents of the Coscas. I cannot believe that there are Viking vampires out there and I’ve never fucked one. So after all this, if we get out alive, I want you to promise to introduce me.”

“Yeah, okay,” I agree. “No problem. Know a big dude called Axel who’d be happy to oblige.”

Axel is a giant with a bad attitude. He could snap her like a twig and has a thing for rough sex. Match made in heaven.

“Yippee! Okay, the second thing—you two really need to get your heads out of your asses. You’re behaving like babies.”

Rosa’s mouth drops open.

“Yes, you too, Rosa,” Donna quips. “Look, I get it. Big bad blood spell, witchy juju, loss of free will, blah blah blah. So fucking what? Plenty of worse things have happened to people. Lots of folks never have free will in their whole lives, without any spell to blame. So you’ve been set up on a cosmic blind date. Who cares? How is that different from being matched on an app, or your friends introducing to someone they know is perfect for you? Love is all about losing control, and if you don’t lose control, well … you’re not doing it properly. So quit your bitching, have one last fuck for luck, and then let’s go kill some assholes, okay?” She mimics dropping a microphone, winks at us, and leaves the room.

Amusement plays on Rosa’s lips, and her heart rate increases as I walk toward her. I stop, waiting to see how she’ll react. This has to be her choice.

She flies off the bed and crashes into me. Her lips are ferocious on mine, her tongue licking my fangs. Her tits press into my chest, and her hands go straight to my pants. Holy fuck. Looks like she’s made her choice.

“Are you sure?” I ask, already hard for her.

“Shut the fuck up.” She drops to her knees and pulls my cock out. She sucks it almost painfully hard, making sure I’m like iron down there, then stands back up. Her need chases away any doubt I have. I pull her top over her head, tug off the plain sports bra she’s wearing, and glory in the sight of her.

I bend to put my mouth on her gorgeous nipples and suck one, then the other into my mouth, making her moan as I bite them. This woman’s nipples are incredible. They seem to control the rest of her body, and I can’t get enough.

She presses the back of my head and writhes beneath me as my hand goes down to cup her pussy. Even through her pants I can feel how hot and wet she is. I tug them lower, shove my fingers between her legs, and slide two straight into her cunt. Fuck, she’s tight and so, so ready. I drive into her, sinking my teeth into her nipples as she groans.

She grabs my hair and pulls it so hard my mouth loses its suction on her nipple with a wet plop, and I drag my eyes up to hers. Green fire and need. “Fuck me,” she says simply, and I don’t need any more urging.

Growling, I pull her pants off one leg and tear off her panties. She’s trembling now. I put my hands under her perfect ass and lift her, and she wraps her thighs around me. My cock heads for her pussy like a guided missile, and she screams when I slam into her.

I walk us back toward the wall, pin her against it, and rail into her, tearing out her band so her hair spills down her bare shoulders. She bites my neck hard enough to make me bleed, and her soft tongue licking away the blood is sensational. Her fingers rake over my skull, tearing and pulling, and her hips buck back into mine in a perfect rhythm.

I grab her hands, pull them above her head, and hold them to the wall. I’m being rough and it must hurt, but it’s what she wants. And it’s sure as hell what I need.

I keep her trapped, wrists imprisoned in my grip, tits bouncing, pussy being pounded, her eyes rolling, and her breath coming in short, desperate gusts.

I search out her eyes, knowing mine will be silver because I’m so fucking feral for her right now. I squeeze her wrists tighter, and she cries out, then kicks her heels into my ass to spur me on. “Stop being so gentle, you fucking asshole!” she screams, her pupils huge, her face twisted with need and pleasure.

“Shut up,” I say, railing into her so hard she cries out. “New rule. You speak, I stop.” Her lips clamp shut, and I growl. “That’s a good girl. I don’t trust you though.” I keep one hand holding her arms up against the wall and wrap the other around her throat. She lifts her chin, and I feel her pussy clench as I tighten my grip. Her heart is going crazy. She’s close.

I lean forward and graze my fangs over her skin. I won’t feed from her because she needs her strength, but that doesn’t mean I can’t play with my food. I nip and bite and lick, kissing and teasing, feeling the blood rushing through her veins as her excitement builds.

I squeeze her throat enough to make her gasp, then bite hard enough into her shoulder to break the skin. I lick the trickle of blood. The sensation of it goes straight to my dick, and I let go of her hands. They tumble down, weak and limp after being held up, and I pull them behind her and hold them at the small of her back, forcing her body to arch toward me like a bow being drawn. She yelps but doesn’t protest.

Her tits are directly in my face, the stiff peaks of her nipples and the soft flesh of her breasts jiggling as I fuck her faster and faster, and I lean in for a quick taste. The blood I leave smeared on her skin is the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen. The imprint of my lips around her nipples, bright red and glistening. Rosa Capelli is mine, and I will never let her go. I own these perfect tits. I own this hot, wet pussy. I own her juicy round ass. It’s all mine.

Her breath hitches, and I increase the pressure on her hands, pulling her back so she’s almost horizontal, supported only by my grip. She pants and groans, her orgasm building. Without warning, I hoist her off my rigid cock and pin her high up against the wall.

She whimpers a protest but complies when I command her to wrap her legs around my neck. Her hands plunge into my hair as I bury my face in her pussy. I inhale her scent, taste her need. With my tongue inside her, I swirl it around the way I know drives her wild. I slip it out and lick her folds up and down, taking my time with her. Eventually, I find her swollen clit and take it into my mouth. I keep it there, sucking that delicious bud, my whole face coated in her juices.

She comes hard, squirting cum over me in trembling shudders, her body vibrating as her climax tears through her. It seems to last forever, one luscious ripple after another as she moans my name and pulls my hair.

Before she has a chance to recover, I throw her onto the bed. She lands on her back, gazing up at me in confusion. Her blood-smeared nipples are still peaked, and her hair frames her head like a cloud of sable. The sight of her thighs shiny with cum, her lips parted and puffy, goes straight to my cock, and I grip the base of my shaft hard before working myself so fast my hand is a blur.

With the taste of her blood and her pussy in my mouth, I empty myself all over her perfect tits, groaning as ecstasy tears through me. My cum drips down her chest, soaking her, and she lets out a small sigh and rubs it into her skin. Then she puts one finger to her lips and licks it clean.

I drink her in, shameless and bloody, covered in my cum, legs spread and face dreamy. What a damn sight to store up and save.

Because I’m watching her, I see the precise moment when her altered state starts to fade. When reality creeps into her eyes. She pulls the covers across her battered, cum-soaked body and turns away from me. Staring at the wall, she shuts me out—rejects me right after she’s fucked me. It hurts me in a way I never could have imagined.

I tear the sheets away, leaving her exposed, and ignore her angry protests as I climb onto the bed and drag her into my arms. She’s wet with our fluids, and I pull off my shirt so my skin can soak it all in. She punches me in the chest, but it’s a halfhearted thing. A protest she feels she has to make.

I wrap my arms around her like a steel cage and hook one leg across her hips, holding her down. Her struggle ends abruptly and is replaced by something worse—the wet sting of her tears on my chest. I stroke her hair and murmur soothing words as she cries. Fuck this roller coaster.

“I came here to talk to you, not for sex.” My voice comes out in a croak. “But we kind of got carried away.”

“That’s because we’re not in control of ourselves, Luca. None of this is real.”

“That’s what I came to tell you. I don’t think that’s true, bella. Yeah, there’s a spell, but like Donatella said, so what? I can’t believe that everything between us is bullshit. I refuse to believe it. It’s real—I feel it in my bones. It’s all real, Rosa, and I’m so sorry for not telling you about the spell.”

She squirms against me, and her eyes find mine. Shining, beautiful. Surprised. “You actually sound like you mean it this time.”

“I do mean it, carissima. I was wrong. I was an idiot. I can only imagine how awful it was to hear that, after everything we’ve been through together. Everything we’ve meant to each other. You trusted me, and I know that doesn’t come easy to you. And I know you felt that I betrayed that trust.”

“You did, Luca,” she says quietly. “And I’m not sure that’s something I can ever forgive, blood spell or no.”

“Well, that’s interesting then, isn’t it? At least we know there’s a limit to its powers. And if you don’t forgive me, I’ll have to deal with it, because I brought it on myself. My only defense is that I was as confused as you were. I’ve been around for a long time, and I’ve never felt anything like what we have between us before. It blew me away. You blew me away. Everything I thought I knew was wrong. Everything I had believed in felt fake. The only thing that mattered to me—the only thing that does matter to me—is you. I don’t give a shit about the spell. Isn’t love always some kind of spell. Real-life magic?”

Her fingers trace my tattoo, running over the outline of the dragon that she’s so fascinated by. “Love?” she repeats, her voice weak.

“Yes. Love. I love you, Rosa Capelli. I love you more than I’ve ever loved anything in this whole ugly world, and that will never change. We can break the spell, we can live separate lives, we can move to opposite sides of the fucking world—but I will always love you. You are my heart and my soul. You are my everything, and I will never regret what’s happened between us.”
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ROSA

We all pile into a big black SUV with predictably tinted windows and drive through the streets of Manhattan to Don Vincenzo’s compound. I gaze out at the city around me, at the lights in the skyscrapers, at the restaurants and bars and people out partying. It’s the city that never sleeps, and most of its inhabitants have no clue what lives in the middle of it.

We pull up to a side street in Hell’s Kitchen and climb out of the car. There is sound all around us: a blast of hip-hop, a couple arguing in Spanish, somebody playing an accordion. I smell garlic and spices and popcorn, perfume and gasoline and a hint of the Hudson River. Underneath it all, the unmistakable tang of other—vamp, witch, shifter, even a few scents I can’t identify.

I am unnerved, edgy. There might be a fight ahead, but I have no clue when it will happen or who I’ll be fighting. My body is still sore from my not-make-up sex with Luca, and my heart is more bruised from the knowledge that no matter what he said in an attempt to change my mind, I still can’t trust him.

I can’t tell which of my feelings toward him are my own and which are the result of supernatural meddling, and until I can, nothing is safe. The part of me that came undone when he said he loved me … That part is not allowed to be in charge right now.

The neighborhood is still very much alive, and as we make our way along the bustling streets, I see the signs that mean we are near the compound: small groups of beefed-up vamps hanging around on street corners, cars parked with lookouts inside them, a woman sitting with a cat that isn’t actually a cat on her lap. Every step we take is being watched, and the information is being relayed.

By the time we make it to the town house at the heart of their territory, I can feel so many eyes on my back my skin is crawling. Through the velvet pouch that Donatella rigged up, my amulet is screaming that I’m in danger.

Luca bumps into me as though by accident, and the familiar static tug buzzes at the edge of my mind. I force myself to let him in. This is an advantage, and we need all the advantages we can get.

I won’t let anyone hurt you, Rosa. You have to believe that. But once we’re inside, I can’t let anyone see what I feel for you. If they see that weakness, they will exploit it. Just remember that it’s all for show, okay?

I nod grimly and welcome my flare of anger—at him, at the vamps circling us, at the whole fucking world. I am not his pet. I’m not some little plaything to keep the predator amused. And I am not their victim. I am the goddamn Capelli Seer, and I will not let any of this crap take that away from me. He moves away pretty quickly after that—maybe all my fury was the mental equivalent of blowing a whistle down the phone at an obscene caller.

“Attagirl,” Donna says. “Now you look pissed. No shame in being scared—I am too—but we don’t show fear. We don’t turn our backs. We never ever run.”

I smile at the words. These are the rules that are drummed into us when we’re being trained as kids. Donna had her own mother, Flavia, in that role, which was probably a whole lot better than Tomasso and his belt—but he did his job well, and I haven’t forgotten. I’ve never shown fear, never turned my back, never run—and I’m not about to start now, no matter how many Cosca soldiers are eyeing up my neck.

We stop outside the house, and without anyone knocking on it, the huge red door swings open. There are five broad steps leading up to it, and Pietro curses behind me. Looks like the vamps didn’t get the memo about wheelchair accessibility. Without a word, Matteo hoists him and his chair up against his massive chest and follows us through the doorway.

I gaze around, amazed at what I’m seeing. Luca described it to us, but it really is something. Outside, this street looks like any other—a long row of town houses, interspersed with bodegas and restaurants and bars. I’m guessing some kind of spell wards normal humans away, or maybe this whole area is supernaturals only.

Inside, it is completely different. There is space all around me—all the buildings have been knocked through to create a huge reception area. Corridors branch off in every direction, a broad staircase leads up, and guards are posted all around.

As I take it in, a skinny girl dressed in a flowing pink hippie skirt and a too-big faded Nirvana T-shirt flies toward us. She throws herself into Luca’s arms, and he holds her there, smoothing her dirty-blond hair back and kissing her head. I don’t feel a scrap of jealousy because the way he handles her is so careful, so gentle, that it’s clear their relationship is familial.

“You’ve been gone too long!” she says, her brown eyes wide. “So long! Minnie read me all the Percy Jackson books!”

“Yeah? Were they good?”

“Soooo good! There was this girl, and she had this magic cap, and when she put it on, she turned invisible! I’ve got my own now!” She mimes putting a hat on, and, well, nothing happens.

But Luca appears shocked and says, “Jesus! Where’ve you gone?”

The girl giggles and pulls off her imaginary cap. She is unbelievably thin, her cheekbones sharp, her arms made of nothing but knots of muscle and sinew. “I’m back!” she says, hugging him again. “Don’t really need it. Nobody ever sees me, you know that!”

Matteo’s expression darkens. He walks toward her and is also given an enthusiastic hug. “We see ya, baby doll—we always see you. Freya, can you take Moonface for me? If I’m not back later, make sure she goes to Minnie, okay? I know you and Minnie will look after her.” He passes her the leash, and I realize that he’s preparing for the worst-case scenario and making sure his dog is cared for.

I get a lump in my throat and wonder how I have lived so long without really understanding these creatures. I’ve met lots of vamps in my life, and not always at the pointy end of a stick. I’ve met them, but I haven’t befriended any, haven’t bothered to look close and see that they are as varied and complicated as the rest of us. Matteo looks like a brute, but he’s one of the sweetest souls I’ve ever met.

When Luca is done chatting with one of the guards, he grabs me and shoves me in front of him so hard I stagger and fall. I land on the carpet, stung by humiliation as the guard laughs. I snap upright and reach out to punch him in the face.

Luca intercepts my fist with his hand, squeezes it tight, and gives my fingers a little rub with his. All for show, I remind myself. All for fucking show.

“Have to keep an eye on her,” he says to the guard, who has gone full fangs out. “She’s a wildcat. Okay to go through? I think the Don will be happy to see us.”

The guard snarls at me, and I snarl back. I am in enemy territory now, and all my instincts are screaming at me to start killing.

Calm the fuck down, Luca mutters in my mind, sounding worried. You’re not doing a very good impression of someone looking to be Vincenzo’s ally.

I glare at him, then look at Donna. She’s suffering too. Her face is pale, but her eyes are wild, casting about her, her fingers clenched around her amulet. Yet she has kept a pleasant smile on her lips, and to anyone who doesn’t know her, she likely looks perfectly relaxed.

We reach another large wooden door, and this one is guarded by four vamps. Not the most menacing I’ve ever seen, but all of them Old World, I can tell. They nod at Luca, genuine respect in the gesture. Looks like Minnie was right—he does have support here.

“How is he, Stefano?” Luca gestures to indicate whoever is on the other side of the door.

“Oh, you know. Same as ever,” Stefano says, grimacing. He has one of those super-deep, super-gravelly voices that should be used to narrate movie trailers.

“That bad, huh?”

Stefano confirms that it is in fact that bad, then politely asks us all to deposit any weapons with him before we pass through. I have to laugh as Donna makes a big show of pulling a finger-length stake out of her bra, managing to craft a full burlesque performance out of it. The vamps appear mesmerized, but I’m not fooled. These guys are professionals, and it’ll take more than a glimpse of cleavage to distract them. Still, it eases some of the tension, and as we roll through the door, I feel a lot less likely to snap.

I take a breath as I realize we are back in the fresh night air. This is the courtyard Luca mentioned. The large paved square is surrounded by entrances into other parts of the compound. Stars shine down from an inky black sky, and I take in the benches and picnic tables, little wooden booths draped with fairy lights, and chimineas flickering with orange flames. It’s … Well, the only word that comes to mind is lovely, which is not what I was expecting.

In the middle of it all is a flourishing garden, full of trees, shrubs, and flowers. Some are big, some tiny, some rich with fruit, others barely into bud. The whole space is lit by a floodlight, but the foliage is so densely packed that it takes a minute to spot him.

In fact, I smell him first. A sour, corrupt smell, like rotting meat oozing from an open wound. I fight off a gag, and Donna’s hand goes to her mouth.

He emerges from the cluster of fruit trees with a wooden bowl full of lemons in his hands. He knows we’re here, has known we were coming for a while now, yet he feigns surprise, behaving like an eccentric old man caught unawares by unexpected yet welcome guests. “Oh, we have company! How marvelous. Please, please, come into the light—my eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

Luca nudges me forward none too gently, and I come face-to-face with the infamous Don Vincenzo. I glance back, annoyed. There is an immediate change in Luca’s body language—he becomes smaller somehow, subservient in a way I have never seen him. Matteo is the same, his head lowered as though in a bow.

The man in front of me is short and emaciated, his body curled in on itself like he has a spinal condition. Stringy hair lies in greasy strands over his balding skull, and papery, liver-spotted skin stretches grotesquely over his gnarled hands. He shuffles forward, his sweatpants dragging the ground and his well-worn tartan slippers scraping the stone.

He is just an eccentric old man. What the fuck was Luca going on about? What is everyone so afraid of? He isn’t scary. He isn’t powerful. He’s no threat at all. He’s a senile old dude who likes night gardening.

As I draw these conclusions, he tilts his head to one side and smiles. I see the crooked gleam of moonlight on fangs and realize that I am being charmed. I shake myself like a wet dog and smile back, injecting as much confidence into my voice as I can. “Almost got me there, Don Vincenzo.”

“Almost, eh, bella? It has been a long time since I met a mind I can’t bend. Anyway. Welcome to my humble abode. Luca tells me you have a proposition for me.” He casts his eyes over our group.

Donna meets his gaze, but Pietro avoids it. That’s for the best; he wouldn’t stand a chance against the pressure of that depraved and ancient mind.

“Yes. You want to take out Tomasso Capelli, and we can help you. My brother, Pietro, is valuable as a hostage and even more valuable as an asset. He’s tracking Tomasso and knows where he is and how many men he has. You’ve suspected he was going to make a play for your territory for a long time, and now is that time—but we’re offering you the opportunity to take him off the board before he makes his first move. And myself and Donatella Agostini here can ensure that there is no fallout from the Vecchissime as a result. We have no interest in a conflict between our families and yours.”

He raises his eyebrows but doesn’t immediately respond. Again, he looks like nothing more than a confused senior citizen trying to figure out how to use a cell phone. “Interesting, my dear,” he finally says. “And what would you be looking for in return?”

“Well, obviously, not being dead would be a start. Plus, you let Pietro go when he’s given you what you need—and if you take Tomasso alive, I want in on whatever happens next.”

“Are you sure, child? It’s not likely to be pretty, and he is your nonnino after all.”

I have no idea how much he knows or how much he has figured out, but I have nothing to lose by putting my cards on the table at this stage. If Don Vincenzo wants me dead, I’m dead already. “He is not my nonnino,” I reply calmly. “He is a killer of children, a slayer of Seers. He murdered Anna Lombardi, and probably my parents and sisters. He tried to kill Paola Bianchi and planned on killing Donatella. He kidnapped me so my own brother could rape me and produce the new and only Seer. He wants to take over all the Vecchissime families, control me so I am no challenge to him, and move into Cosca territory. I have no idea what order his priorities fall into, but he and his army are close, and we can help you stop him. We can help each other.”

As he listens, Vincenzo uses his fangs to bite into one of the lemons. The bitter juice runs down his gray chin, and he grimaces. “Sour,” he says, placing the bowl of fruit down on the ground. “Like so much that appears sweet on the surface. All right, Rosa Capelli. I will think about what you have said. I will talk to my advisors, and I will hold court in one hour’s time. But before we go our separate ways for the time being, tesorina, I ask you this—Pietro is here, right in front of me, no? What is to stop me simply taking this ‘valuable hostage’ and forcing him to help me? Why do you think you are in a position to bargain with me, little one?”

Luca appears in my mind. Honor, he says, his voice a whisper even though nobody else hear him. Tell him you heard he was a man of honor. That still means something to him.

I look at Vincenzo, this shriveled leftover of pure evil, and decide that some lies simply can’t be told. Luca isn’t going to like this, so I shut him out.

“Well, I could say it’s a matter of honor,” I answer calmly. “That I know you are a man of your word, and that you will deal fairly with us. But to be honest, I think that’s horseshit. I think you forgot what honor is a long time ago. I think you do recognize strength, though, Don Vincenzo.

“You recognize it in me, and in Donna. You know we won’t be easy to take down—and please, be assured that the other Vecchissime families know exactly where we are and what we are doing right now. So, to answer your question, you would simply be swapping one war for another—and I guarantee that I would make it my life’s mission to end you, even if my life only lasts another five minutes. Pietro will help you willingly. I will help you willingly. But if you try to force us to do anything at all, the deal’s off.”

A flicker of surprise crosses the Don’s face, and Luca’s clenched fists tell me that this might not be a good thing. I brace myself to fight, wondering if my stupid mouth has ruined the whole plan. Which, now that I come to think of it, was a really bad plan anyway.

“Ummm, permission to speak?” Pietro’s voice is small and hesitant, his hand held up in the air like a kid in a classroom. Vincenzo looks at him properly for the first time, but Pietro is wise enough not to make direct eye contact.

“So, yeah,” he continues after the Don coolly gestures for him to speak. “Everything she said, Don Vincenzo. But also, I have a cyanide pill between my teeth right now, and if you make one move to charm me, to hurt her, or to force us to do anything, then I die. And all my intel dies with me.” He pulls his lips back, offering a glimpse of the small capsule-shaped object inside his mouth.

Fucking hell, where did he get that? What kind of person just happens to have a cyanide capsule lying around? I open my mind to Luca and ask, Is this you? Did you give him that?

No, I swear, he whispers back, his face not betraying anything other than obedience to his Don. But it was a smart idea. Maybe he’s not a total waste of space after all.

Don Vincenzo claps his hands together like an excited child. “You two are a blast! I can’t remember the last time I was so surprised by anything. Luca, what do you think? Will he go through with it? And is this little Seer as reckless as she appears?”

Luca looks over at me, and his lip curls in distaste. I know it’s fake, but I still don’t like the way it makes me feel.

“No clue about him, sir, but the whole family seems like trouble to me. And she’s been a pain in my ass since you first sent me to find her. She’s escaped me, twice, almost staked me, and had me pinned more times than I’d like to admit. She’s not quite right in the head, which makes her dangerous. Plus, you know, she has backup. Don’t write off the blond as vapid.”

“Oh, thank you,” gushes Donna, pouting at him. “That is so sweet.”

Vincenzo looks at us all in turn, spending far too long gazing at Luca for my liking. Does he suspect? Does he know him too well for Luca to deceive him? I’ve been told that he “owns” Luca—does that mean he’ll be able to see through this?

Finally, he nods. “All right, message very much received and understood. Luca, please get my guests settled, and bring them to court in one hour’s time. You might also want to have a word with them about etiquette—you know how snippy Carlos can be.”

Luca dips his head in agreement and wraps his arms around my waist, ignoring me as I pummel him. He walks backward from the room, keeping me facing the Don as we retreat. When I see Matteo moving the same way, keeping the wheelchair facing forward, I realize that this is one of those etiquette things. You don’t turn your back on Vincenzo, apparently—which, now that I come to think of it, isn’t merely etiquette. It’s common sense.

Going slack, I let him half carry me out of the room. I could break free, but I should keep my powder dry for when I really need to fight.

Outside in the hallway again, Stefano raises his eyebrows and runs his gaze over me. “Did you really call Don Vincenzo’s honor horseshit?” he whispers so quietly I can barely hear him.

“Yeah, so what? I just called it like I saw it. Can I get my stakes back?”

If he’s surprised by my attitude, he doesn’t show it.

“You can. You can keep them with you in the compound for your own protection, but not in the Don’s presence. Clear?”

“Crystal,” I reply as we gather our weapons. Donna winks at him as we walk away, and I roll my eyes.

“What?” she huffs. “Why should you be the only one to be getting world-rocking vamp sex? I want to play with the shiny new toys too, Mommy!”

“Shut up!” Luca hisses, and her face crumples. She holds her hands up in apology, realizing too late that her smart mouth could have gotten us all into trouble. The only person who seems to have paid any attention is Stefano, and his sole response is a raised eyebrow and direct eye contact with Luca, who gives him a quick nod.

Luca steers us toward an elevator, and once we’re out of it, we clear two hallways and pass into what would have been a separate house. As soon as we’re inside with the door closed, he spins to face the rest of us. “These are my rooms. They’re soundproofed, but for fuck’s sake, you need to be more careful. This plan already has more holes than Swiss cheese, and if the wrong vamp overhears the wrong thing, it’s game over. Do not underestimate them, even the young ones. Do you understand me?”

He’s working hard to keep his rage under control, and it’s kind of hot. His hair is rumpled into furrows from running his fingers through it, his eyes are intense, and his black T-shirt is stretched so tight over his shoulders I can make out the lines and ridges of every muscle. As he stands and glares, he catches his full lower lip between his teeth, obviously needing to bite something.

He is magnificent, and part of me wonders why I would ever want to break a spell that binds me to this man.

“I see you watching me, Rosa,” he says, a smile starting to play on those lips. His eyes meet mine, and suddenly we are the only people in the room. “I see you watching me, and I know what you’re thinking. And you need to stop it, because then I’ll start thinking it as well, and nothing says ‘double cross’ like me standing in front of the Don with a massive hard-on.”

Laughing, I fly into his arms, unable to resist the draw of him for a moment longer. I kiss him so thoroughly I end up backing him against the door with a thud. His hands bury themselves in my hair and his tongue meets mine, possessive and thrilling. I groan, and he spreads his thighs so I can nestle closer. Yeah. He does indeed have a massive hard-on. I allow myself one little grind on him, and that tiny bit of friction sends shockwaves of pleasure right through my body.

I pull away and meet his gaze, keeping my hands on his shoulders. He looks surprised and waits for me to speak.

“I don’t know why I did that,” I tell him, going up on my tiptoes to drop one more kiss on his lips. “Don’t know if that was me, the blood spell, or that weird tension thing that happens in dangerous situations.”

“I don’t care why you did it, cara mia. I’m just glad you did.” He lifts my fingers to his mouth and kisses them one at a time. Fuck. Even that makes me squirm, and I find myself leaning into the outline of his cock again.

“Ahem!” Donatella cuts in. “Sorry to interrupt, and any other time I’d be more than happy to watch, but maybe we should be talking, not fucking? And I think Pietro might be about to vomit out his cyanide capsule.”

I turn around, not at all embarrassed. At least I have a blood spell to blame.

“It’s a Tic Tac,” Pietro says, grinning. “Never hurts to have fresh breath.”

Huh. That was resourceful of him. I shake my head and look around Luca’s living area. It’s as spartan as his secret house in Brooklyn. The only luxuries are books and, I see when I pop my head into the next room, an absolutely enormous bed. I remember him telling me this is where he brought his lovers and have a strong urge to shred his sheets and possibly stake him, just a tiny bit. Possibly go find an axe and chop that bed into tiny pieces.

Reminding myself it’s not real, I go back into the living space. Everyone is sitting down, and Luca is on his phone.

“I can’t get ahold of Minnie,” he says after a few moments, a frown marring his handsome features.

“Is that unusual?” I ask.

“It is today. She said she’d stay available.”

I shrug. “Maybe she’s just … I don’t know, taking a shower or whatever?”

“Maybe she is. Anyway, you guys want anything? Food, drink, blood?”

The last one is aimed at Matteo, who nods gratefully, and Donna sticks her hand in the air as well. He gets back on the phone and places an order.

“Did he just call Cosca HQ room service?” Pietro asks, glancing up from his laptop. He wasted no time pulling it out and getting back to work.

“Think so,” replies Donatella. “Funny the places life takes you. Any news?”

Pietro shakes his head. “Nah. Tomasso is still there. No movement from the troops—not here, anyway. The place in Mexico is looking busier though. In the last hour, two big trucks arrived, and forty military-style men in black climbed out.”

“So he might make a move on both the Firenzes and the Romas at the same time?” I frown. “That seems reckless. It’s not like him to overextend himself.”

Pietro looks up at me and nods. “You’re right. I don’t get it either. Maybe he’s mad because Luca’s taken all his toys—you, Kurt, me. I’m hoping his anger is making him sloppy. And it gives us more to offer up to Vincenzo. This is proof that Tomasso is definitely looking to take on the Coscas.”

It is, he’s right—and although I’m no expert on how the power structures of the Coscas work, it could be that Vincenzo reaches out to the Romas, warns them, brings them into the alliance. I like the sound of that, and of us being in a position to crush Tomasso forever.

There’s a knock on the door, and Luca goes to open it. A young female vamp hovers outside with a trolley full of food and drinks and a couple bags of blood. All-inclusive catering. She stares in at us, obviously curious, but Luca thanks her and goes to shut the door. As he does, Freya slides her gaunt body between the few inches of space.

“Hey babe,” Matteo says, helping himself to a blood bag. “How’s Moonface?”

“Moonface is good,” Freya croons. “She’s the best, not a pest. She’s a queen, she’s not mean. She’s yummy, not crummy.”

“Yeah, I get that, Freya—but, like, where is she now, doll?”

“Oh. She’s in Minnie’s room. She’s cool, she has water and food and one of those big Kong toys that she’s not supposed to be able to destroy. I came to see you because I thought you might be going away. And if you do go away, I wanted to ask if you can take me with you. I can fit in your luggage or under your coat, or I can use my magic cap if you like. But if you two are leaving, I will be too sad to stay.”

Luca and Matteo exchange looks, and Luca says gently, “Freya, angel—what makes you think we might be leaving? What have you heard?”

“I hear all the things, you know that!” She pats him on the chest and giggles.

“I know you do, sweetie, I know you do. So what have you heard about us leaving?”

“Nothing. I heard Carlos saying something about getting ready for a big fight, and whenever there’s one of those, you guys go away, don’t you? And when you go away, I hate it here. It’s even worse than usual. He never goes away.”

Her confirmation that the Don is getting ready for war releases the tension Luca has been holding onto.

Matteo pulls her in for a hug. “I know, Freya. It sucks. I’m not sure what’s gonna happen, okay, but we won’t forget about you, I promise. Now go check on Moonface and Minnie for me, all right? Tell her to stay in touch.”

She grins like a little girl, nods, and skips out of the door Luca holds open for her. He meets Matteo’s gaze and shakes his head. “I know that look, Matteo. This isn’t the time.”

“It’s never the goddamn time! He’s been at her since she was a kid. Whatever happens here next, promise me you’ll help her get away.”

“Who’s been at her since she was a kid?” Donna pipes up.

“Vincenzo,” Matteo spits out. “Twisted fuck.”

She pulls a face and sets down the apple she was about to snack on. “Jesus. No wonder she’s weird. I’ll get her out if I can, I promise. Like, if I’m still alive.”

I note the look of surprise and then gratitude on Matteo’s face, and Pietro registers it too. I can almost hear his thoughts: Vampires and Seers becoming allies and lovers, what the actual fuck.

He has a point.

“So,” I say, “sounds like Vincenzo is getting ready to take Tomasso on. Maybe he’s waiting for the info from Pietro and then we get to go on a Grand Ball Sack hunt. What do we do until then?”

“You learn how to show respect, Rosa,” Luca says solemnly. “Even if you don’t mean it, it might save your life.”

I nod, appearing to agree, but I know differently. Faking respect for a monster like Vincenzo might keep me breathing, but I don’t think I’d be able to live with myself.
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LUCA

Rosa on her knees is usually one of my favorite sights, but seeing her there in front of the Don’s throne makes me want to kill something. Preferably him.

She didn’t take too well to her etiquette lesson and will never be a natural at submitting—at least not outside the bedroom. And even there, she gives as good as she gets.

This, though, is a whole different world. This is her being thrust into a corrupt, archaic, dangerous-as-fuck pantomime stage-directed by a psychotic wizard.

Vincenzo has called a full court, which means all vamps who live in the compound should be here, but the place is nowhere near as full as it should be. Maybe he has more out on patrol. I fucking hate maybes.

I look for familiar faces, spot a few, and miss others. Still no sign of Aidan Flynn, the Don’s consigliere. Still no Sophia, his daughter. They’re the levelheaded ones, so that’s a blow, but if this goes well, it won’t matter.

The room where he holds these sessions is vast, like some kind of ballroom, all high ceilings and swinging chandeliers. It’s often empty apart from him, Carlos, and whatever toy Carlos is playing with that day. Just the three of them, the screams echoing around the huge space, the wooden floors splashed with blood. Vincenzo sits on his throne, watching and smiling as some poor sap gets fucked to death with a baseball bat or flayed alive for kicks and giggles.

He has his own chambers, but I think this is where he feels safest, and these days, he barely leaves this room. The whole place stinks of him, that nostril-clogging stench of rotting flesh, and no amount of herbs burning in the braziers can disguise it.

Today, three sides of the room have been filled with chairs, stacked up on sloping platforms so everyone can see. The chairs are all backed with red velvet, and the drapes from the huge windows are the exact same shade—the Don enjoys his dramatic flourishes.

Intricate candelabras are on every surface, in every nook and alcove, casting flickering light over the expectant faces of the hushed crowd, all waiting for the drama to unfold.

The center of the room has been kept clear, the long rectangular space filled with a plush red rug, like a performance space for dancers—or a gladiator pit for fighters. All of this bullshit leads up toward Vincenzo’s stage at the front of the court. A good six feet higher than the floor, the platform is as long as the room, with steps on either side manned by Old World guards in black uniforms. When we were ushered in, Rosa muttered, “Is this where they hold the vampire Oscars?”

In the middle of it all sits the Don’s pretentious throne. Carved from stone, it has a high back sculpted into huge dragon wings that seem to flow and ripple like living flesh, not dead rock. As a piece of art, it’s stunning, but as a power play, it doesn’t really work.

It’s supposed to make him look like the dragon, but he’s so small and shriveled that the whole effect is a joke. Or maybe that’s the whole point. He likes messing with people’s heads, and no matter how sick he looks, he’s still the strongest creature in the building.

He’s up there right now, staring down at Rosa as she kneels, tension and resistance clear in the lines of her body. And that’s okay because that’s exactly what he’d expect from her.

Pietro is at her side in the wheelchair, but his feet keep shifting. He might have regained the ability to move, but for some reason, he isn’t letting on. Again, that’s okay. Like his sister, he’s letting himself be underestimated.

The Agostini Seer appears the most natural on her knees, her long blond hair draped across her slender shoulders, her hands folded demurely on her lap. She looks serene, graceful, like some innocent novice nun in a fucking porno. I bite down an unexpected laugh. She’s so damn dangerous.

Carlos, wild ginger curls clashing with a red velvet blazer, stands beside the Don, and he can’t take his eyes off Donatella. She subtly widens her eyes, licks her lips, and sticks her tits out a fraction more, all while giving the indication she hasn’t noticed him. She knows exactly what she’s doing—distracting him.

Carlos is in his late thirties and has a face that looks like it met a cast-iron skillet at speed. I’ve warned them all to be wary of him despite the fact that he looks like a clown.

I’m off to one side of the stage with Matteo, ostensibly there as part of the Don’s guard force. I hope that’s all I need to be tonight.

Vincenzo is carrying on about something or other, his usual theatrics at the start of this kind of thing, and as he rattles off his speech, I feel a small tug on my pant leg. I glance over my shoulder and see Freya. She’s so small she’s completely hidden behind me.

She shouldn’t have been able to make it this close to the Don while he’s holding court, but I guess she’s right. She really is invisible. Everyone here is so used to her being around that they don’t see her.

She beckons me, and I lean down. She knows better than to talk and instead holds open a piece of paper on her palm. It looks like it’s been torn from a children’s coloring book, and against the background of a bunch of balloons are the words

“Min says there a viziter.”

I frown, trying to make sense of it, looking to her for clarification, but she’s happy to have done her job and is already slinking away, winding through the crowd like smoke. Okay, so Freya isn’t so hot on literacy—not much of an educational framework for a kid in a vampire compound—but I think she’s trying to warn me of someone new being here.

I turn back to the stage and open up a line of communication to Rosa.

Are you looking at my ass while I kneel here? she says immediately, obviously needing to relieve tension.

Of course I am, bella. I still haven’t had the chance to fuck it properly.

I only notice the flicker of interest on her face because I’m staring right at her and looking for the reaction.

Look, not sure what it means, but Minnie sent a message saying there’s a visitor, I tell her.

Who? she asks.

No idea. If she didn’t say, that means she doesn’t know, and if she doesn’t know, we need to be prepared. You okay?

Bored shitless. Does he always go on this long?

Sometimes, yeah. Other times he puts a guillotine up on the stage next to him and lets Carlos fuck people as they get beheaded.

A beat of silence. I need her to take this seriously. And then she says, Right. Well. I suppose I got the better option. Go now, you’re distracting me.

She kicks me out of her head, and I feel a moment of cold. She hasn’t forgiven me for not telling her about the spell, and she can’t trust her own feelings toward me. Totally understandable, all of it, as is her asserting the right to evict me from her mind. But I still hate it.

I keep my eyes on the move, scanning the room for threats and seeing them all around me. We’re in a cauldron of danger, and Minnie still hasn’t been in touch.

A change in Vincenzo’s droning tone calls my attention right as he says, “And so, my dear friends, my loved ones, my loyal soldiers, I present to you not one, but two Vecchissime Seers. Stand up, beautiful Rosa; stand up, darling Donatella! Now, which of us would ever have expected such guests to be welcomed into our home? Greet them warmly, my family, as you would your own.”

Both women get to their feet, and Rosa looks around at the crowd surrounding her, a faint frown the only sign of her concern. Donna turns around and waves to the crowd. She bends to take a bow, deliberately showing Carlos her ass. That’s good. That’s helpful. If this goes wrong and I have to challenge, having that evil fucker looking the other way will help.

“As you all know,” Vincenzo continues, drawing attention back to his speech, “I have lived for a very long time. I have seen centuries pass. I have seen nations rise and fall, seen society change so much it sometimes feels unbelievable to me. Not just human society, but ours. Since the Bargain, we have all changed. Our world was altered forever, and we have had to adapt to modern life.

“I’ve learned a lot, amici miei, and hope to never stop learning. One of the most important lessons I have taken to my breast is this: We all need friends. We all need allies. And we all need to keep an open mind about who those allies might be. Sometimes, those we have formerly regarded as enemies may turn out to be the most valued associates. Sometimes, those we have seen as obstacles to our goals are revealed as those who can offer us a helping hand. I am humble enough to accept when I am wrong, and this is one of those times.”

He holds his twisted hands to his heart and climbs to his feet, smiling down at Rosa, Pietro, and Donna.

“This is looking good, Boss,” Matteo murmurs next to me. I’m not so sure. He’s saying all the right words and making all the right sounds. He’s smiling and gesturing at the Vecchissime as though he’s about to announce their partnership, maybe about to invite them up on stage, but something isn’t right. I don’t know what, and perhaps I’m paranoid, but all my instincts are screaming at me.

I feel Rosa probing and let her in. This doesn’t feel right, she says, echoing my thoughts. It’s too much. He’s planning something.

My thoughts exactly. Be ready.

What for?

No idea, I answer. But be ready.

I turn my attention back to the Don, who is still smiling down at Rosa. “And so, loyal servants of Firenze,” he says, “I have decided that it is time for us to embark upon the next stage of our family’s journey. It is time to forge a new alliance, one that will take us to even greater heights. Allow me to introduce you to my new friend, my new partner—Tomasso Capelli himself.”

Rigid with shock, I suck in air. Rosa’s fury and fear flood my mind. There’s a pause, some looks of confusion in the crowd, but then the whole room explodes into applause. Everyone in the court has surged to their feet, and they’re all clapping and stomping and shouting. It’s a fucking zoo, and in the middle of it, trapped on what now looks like a killing floor, is Rosa. My Rosa.

I make a move to jump down and be at her side, but Matteo grabs my arm, tugging me back. I’m strong enough to take him, but he’s strong enough to delay me—and those few seconds are enough.

Rosa speaks to me, her voice aiming for calm but landing nearer to deadly. Don’t you fucking dare, Luca! I see you. Don’t you dare come down here right now. We need to see where this leads us. We need to keep cool. When the time is right, we’ll kill both of these ancient assholes.

All of this takes a matter of seconds, and during that time, the Grand Ball Sack himself is escorted onto the stage by two of Vincenzo’s guards. This is the first time I’ve seen him in person, and he is underwhelming, much like the Don. He’s wearing a three-piece pin-striped suit and an old-fashioned pocket watch, and he and Vincenzo embrace like long lost friends. They pat each other’s backs and utter heartfelt words in Italian, and it’s all I can do to stop myself from running forward to tear both their goddamn heads off.

Vincenzo, that treacherous old fuck. This can’t have been spontaneous. It couldn’t have happened in the last hour. It was planned; this was his little joke. I thought I was keeping her safe by bringing her here, when in reality I was offering her up as bait. As a prize. I was giving her back to the evil bastard that calls himself her grandfather.

The Don turns back toward the crowd and opens his arms like a preacher evangelizing to his congregation. “Today is the start of a whole new era. It is the start of the Firenze domination! Tomorrow, together, we take the Romas down. Then the other families. Their time has gone. Our time is here!”

There’s more cheering, but I see enough confused faces to know I’m not the only one hearing a fucking pipe dream. A dangerous pipe dream. Tomasso wants to take out the other Vecchissime. Vincenzo wants to take out the other Coscas. Then they’ll presumably only have each other left to kill—because there is no way this partnership is going to last.

But by that point, thousands will be dead, and the balance of our world and the human world will be in the hands of these two depraved egomaniac assholes. I’m not the only one seeing the downside, but Carlos is searching the crowd for signs of dissent.

I clap along, all the while assessing how much time it would take me to kill my way through to Rosa. She’s being brought up to the stage by one of the guards, her face blank, no external indication of what is going on in her mind.

Don’t try to kill him, I say to her. This isn’t the right time. You’d be dead before you reached him.

Maybe that’s for the best. I’d rather be dead than be used by him.

Please, Rosa. Don’t. If I need to, I promise I’ll kill you myself.

She feigns a struggle against the guard and pulls herself free. The momentary distraction allows her to meet my eyes and nod. Donatella is beside her, and Pietro has been half-dragged, half-carried on stage. He stands upright with one hand on Donna’s shoulder, but he doesn’t look steady.

Vincenzo has moved to the front of the stage and is making some unhinged blood-and-guts speech about Firenze supremacy that wouldn’t have been out of place on the lips of any of the bloodthirsty human dictators we’ve seen come to power over the years. He wasn’t always like this, and I experience a moment of regret for what he has become and how far he’s fallen into madness.

Yes, we might take the Romas with the element of surprise. But hoping to then take out the other two Coscas? Impossible. Even if we did, the other families—the Irish, the Scandinavians, the Russians—would see us as a threat, and we’d have to take them out too. It’s a recipe for either defeat or genocide, and I don’t see the logic in it.

Maybe that’s my mistake. Looking for logic when there is none.

As the Don drones on, Carlos begins manning some kind of audio-visual show with lights and music. Dragon wings are projected around the court, and they take flight across the shadows of the walls. It’s like a totally over-the-top pep rally screaming “megalomaniac madman” with every strobe and thump of the bass. I wonder if, while Vincenzo’s distracted, there’s an opportunity for me to take him down.

Same applies to you, Rosa buzzes into my brain. I see you weighing odds. For now, you’re free, Luca. Keep that advantage until we’re sure there’s no other option.

She turns to face Tomasso, who’s now standing right in front of her. Even in thick-heeled boots, he’s barely taller than her. They smile evilly at each other.

“We gave you a new nickname,” she announces, voice kept low to fly under the Don’s master-of-the-universe speech. “You are now known as the Grand Ball Sack.”

He curls his lip and waves his hand. “Pathetic and childish, as usual. Once you have produced a Seer child, I will enjoy watching your decline. And once I have that child—I think I may call her Serena in memory of your sister—she will be raised to obey and do her duty. She will be raised to be my tool. You’ve never understood your own strength, the potential of the Seer, and now you never will. You’ve always been too slow, too stupid. Too you.”

Rosa struggles to keep her face neutral. His words will have infuriated her, but they also hurt. Nobody has quite the same ability to scar you as those who should love you.

He moves along to Pietro and taps the side of his face in what might be affection. “Ah, Pietro. Cucciolo. At first I thought they killed you. I was even sad about that. But then my new tech manager—did you assume you were irreplaceable?—saw you creeping around in my systems. It’s what I hoped for, and why I left the passwords the same.

“I let you see what I wanted you to see. While you were laughing at the silly old man, Don Vincenzo reached out to tell me he had you both. After that, it was a short step to broker a deal that works for both of us. We have a lot in common. There’s no real reason to be enemies when joining forces makes so much more sense. Look around you. It’s a new world order!” His smug tone and curled lip suggest he disapproves of the garish display of power and ambition going on around him, that he finds it all a bit vulgar. He leans forward and adds, “And guess what? I drove here in a different car.”

I’m ignoring my fury, tuning out the endless chanting and hand clapping and madness that Carlos and Vincenzo are inciting around the room. I’m ignoring everything apart from Tomasso and Rosa and how I can separate one from the other. She meant it when she said she’d rather be dead than his.

So far, there has been no indication that Tomasso knows who I am or what my role in this is. He hasn’t even glanced in my direction. I’m just another vamp enforcer standing in the wings at his master’s beck and call. It’s a small advantage, and I’m wondering how to play it when the music goes low. It’s left as a background boom, a bass heartbeat, and the stage lights are dimmed until the space is bathed in a deep red glow. Carlos’s face is painted in it and looks more demonic than usual as he smiles over at me.

Why the fuck is Carlos smiling at me?

I’m grabbed from behind, my arms twisted behind my back, my wrists slammed into cuffs. A swift punch smashes into my side, one to the base of my spine, another to my ear. All strikes that would have been lethal to a human and are enough to take me down. The kicks and blows come swiftly after that, all targeting parts of my body that are the most vulnerable, blinding me with pain and confusion.

Blood oozes from my mouth and drips from my scalp as I’m dragged to the center of the stage, Matteo scuffling in the background, Rosa screaming inside my mind and out of it.

“You see before you a traitor,” the Don announces, putting some regret into his tone. “A once-trusted son who has proved himself disloyal. I have loved him and honored him, and he has betrayed me. And now he must suffer the consequences.”

I’m not hearing so well with the blood trickling out of my ear, but there are some cheers. Not from everyone though, and I’d take some comfort from that if I gave a shit. All I care about is Rosa and making my last moments count. It’s over for me, but Matteo knows what to do. He can still get her out. There’s still a chance for her.

Two guards pull me upright, dangling me by my twisted arms, and a bone snaps from the unnatural angle. Vincenzo is in front of me, small, coiled, foul, and grinning. “Mio figlio,” he says, running one of his yellowed fingernails down the side of my face so it draws blood. “Did you think you had fooled me? I have known you since you were human. I made you who you are. I own you. You cannot fool me. I might not have known the details, the finer points, but I knew that something changed in you as soon as you met the charming Rosa. And now it will change again, for both of you. Don’t worry, though, we won’t kill her. Once she’s produced Tomasso’s precious heir, it’ll be my turn for a ride on the Seer. I hope she isn’t too broken by then.”

I growl and snarl and spit blood in his face, willing to tear off my own arms for a chance to get to him. I hear her voice in my mind, trying to calm me, but it’s useless. She has no clue what this man is capable of, how much suffering he would inflict on her. I cannot let that happen. She is mine, and the vows I made to myself still stand. I love her. I will kill for her. I will die for her.

I murmur a few words, deliberately low, deliberately obscure. One of the guards snatches up a fistful of my hair and pulls my head up and back so hard something snaps. I mumble again.

“What was that Luca, once of Firenze?” the Don says, frowning at me. Maybe he’s hoping I’m begging his forgiveness. This is traditionally the stage at which that occurs.

“I. Challenge. You.” I grit the words out, each one a battle against the blood pooled in my mouth and the jaw that I suspect is fractured. It fucking hurts, but I get those words out. Loud enough for the guards and the front rows to hear. Vincenzo tries to look amused, but I see it, a flicker of doubt licking its way across his sallow, greasy skin.

“I challenge you!” I manage to yell this time. “You fucking crazy asshole. In front of the court of Firenze, I challenge you!”
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As soon as he utters those words, forcing them out of his beautiful, broken mouth, the room goes silent. The music is still playing, a low, suspenseful throb, the kind they use on quiz shows when the contestant is waiting for an answer, but there is no sound from the hundreds of vamps in the crowd.

I have no idea what is happening, but it’s big. The guards holding Luca exchange confused looks before letting him go, and he staggers but stays upright.

The dude with the clown hair leaps down from behind his sound system and lands with surprising grace right in front of Luca. He’s human but seems to have no fear of the alpha predator he’s eyeballing.

Maybe, I think with a sob, that’s because Luca is so ruined. I saw how badly they beat him, how they targeted his organs and twisted him at bone-shattering angles. Blood is still dripping from his mouth and ear, and his shoulder is popped out in a way that must be agonizing.

Despite all of this, he lifts his face and stares at Carlos with contempt. “Too late, dickhead,” he mutters. “Challenge already issued. Nothing you can do about it.”

“I could order these guards to kill you right now,” Carlos replies furiously.

“Don’t think so.” Luca spits out a tooth. “Everyone heard. He can’t refuse.”

“He can do what the fuck he likes!” Carlos screeches, shoving Luca in the chest. “He’s the Don, and you’re just scum. You’re a cockroach, a maggot, a worm crawling through shit⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” groans Luca. “I’m so sick of listening to you, you twisted fuck. If I’m going to die tonight, I’m taking you with me.” He reaches out, grabs Carlos’s head, and drags it toward his face. With sudden ferocity, he strikes, tearing into his neck. After a few seconds, Luca pushes him away. The blood from his carotid spurts in a high arc, pumping and spraying as Carlos pathetically tries to hold it in. He stares at Luca, disbelieving, then slumps to the floor, twitching before going still.

Luca grins at me, his teeth and fangs shining white amid all the red, and gives me a wink. Carlos’s blood has started to strengthen him.

Throughout all of this, Don Vincenzo has remained impassive. He looks down at Carlos’s body, shakes his head once, showing no emotion at all. Slowly, he climbs the stone steps to his throne and resettles his desiccated body into it.

“What’s going on?” Donna asks as Matteo dashes over to us. I’m listening, but I’m also keeping an eye on the Grand Ball Sack. He’ll have his own guards with him somewhere. If he gets to them, he could escape—and he could try to take me with him. That is not going to happen.

I grab the lapels of the Grand Ball Sack’s suit and pull him toward me. He smells like he always has—his cologne, the faint hint of tobacco—and it turns my stomach to be so close to him. To this man who has done so much damage and plans on doing so much more.

“Did you kill them?” I ask, forcing him to meet my eyes. “Mama, Papa, Angela … Serena? Was that all you?”

He sneers at me, and despite his position of weakness, he still somehow manages to appear superior. He doesn’t deny it, only glares. “You should have died,” he hisses. “Not her.”

“Yeah, I know. You’ve mentioned that before.” I headbutt him so hard he drops to the floor. Now he’s going nowhere. It hurts, but not as much as it helps. I should have done that years ago.

The strange quiet in the room has been replaced by a low-level hum of confused conversation as Luca staggers toward Vincenzo’s throne. The guards who were previously holding him now seem to be protecting him, hovering around him. One of them pats him on the dislocated shoulder.

“He’s successfully challenged the Don,” Matteo says, shaking his head. “The reckless bastard.”

“What does that mean?” Pietro asks, leaning on Donatella for support, one of his legs trembling violently.

“It means he’s going to die! Fuck, fuck, fuck …” Matteo chants. “I didn’t think he was actually stupid enough to do it.”

“Do what exactly?” I narrow my eyes on Vincenzo. “Some kind of duel? Because he doesn’t look like he’s leaving that chair of his.”

“He has to fight him,” Matteo explains, his brutal face a picture of pain. “It’s a matter of honor and respect. If any Don refuses a challenge, they don’t last long—they lose their people.”

“I know Luca’s a mess right now, but surely he can still beat him?” Donna asks, staring at the shriveled old man in his stupid throne, his expression serene.

“You don’t know shit,” Matteo says sadly. “Vincenzo owns Luca, and Vincenzo is the oldest vamp on the planet. He’s stronger than all the rest of us put together. Luca doesn’t stand a chance.”

“What can we do?” Desperation rushes through me. “How can we help?”

He swipes at his face with his huge hands. Fuck. He’s actually crying. “You can help by coming with me. That’s what he wanted. That’s what this is for—it’s a distraction. He wanted to create enough chaos that we could get away. He told me to get you out of here, no matter what.”

“Well, he doesn’t get to do that,” I growl, knowing I’m taking my anger out on the wrong person. “He doesn’t get to make that choice for me! He doesn’t get to sacrifice himself.” I’m crying now as well, and Matteo grabs me, slams me against his rock-hard chest, and keeps me there. He wraps his arms around me, and we cling to each other.

“He loves you, babe,” he murmurs into my ear. “He’d do anything for you—including die. Now come on, let’s get going, or this whole fucking thing will be for nothing.”

I struggle out of his grip and whirl around to find Luca. To find my man. The love of my life. I don’t care if there’s a blood spell or that he lied. None of that matters. All that matters is that I reach him and find a way to keep him alive.

The guards have walked with him down the steps at the side of the stage, and the three of them are now standing on the red carpet in the center. In the square that now, more than ever, looks like a gladiator pit.

Four other vamps slip out from the crowd and surround Luca in a small formation. I recognize one of them as Stefano, the guard who was outside Vincenzo’s garden earlier. “The challenge has been issued,” he shouts in that gravelly Marlboro Man voice of his, “with witnesses, as is required. Don Vincenzo, do you accept the rightful challenge of Luca da Firenze?”

It feels formal, structured, like a formulaic ceremony where certain things must be said. Luca stands at the heart of it all, blood-smeared and battered, swaying slightly but staring straight up at the Don. At the man who I keep being told “owns” him.

I want to reach out to Luca and tell him how much I love him. To tell him how sorry I am for having wasted one single second of his company. I want to link my thoughts to his and never leave him alone again.

“Don’t.” Pietro places a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t distract him. And listen to Matteo—this is our chance. That man down there is willing to die to let you escape. Don’t waste it.” My brother has aged a decade in the last few days, and the fact that Tomasso fooled him will burn for a long time.

I pat his hand and smile. “That man down there might be willing to die for me, but I’m not willing to let him do that alone. If you and Donna want to go, go now. Let Matteo get you out of here. Go and warn the other Vecchissime, and maybe the other Coscas. Take Tomasso and throw him in the Hudson while you’re at it. But I’m going nowhere, Pietro. Nowhere at all.”

I shake him off, block them all out, and walk out of the wings to the edge of the stage. Nobody is looking at me—all eyes are on Luca and the impassive Don. I edge down the stairs and position myself off to the side of the red carpet. If necessary, I will fight the Don myself, but I will not let him casually end the life of the one man who has ever loved me. The one man I have ever loved.

I reach out with my mind, wanting to give him strength. Wanting to share some of my energy. All I find is a closed door and a fuzzy ringing in my ears like tinnitus. Either he’s locking me out, or he’s too badly injured to keep up a connection. It doesn’t matter. I’m still going nowhere.

“Don Vincenzo,” Stefano repeats loudly, the noisy crowd restless behind him. “Do you accept the challenge?”

The Don leans forward in his throne and crooks one of his fingers upward. Immediately, a group of guards appear from behind him. Four of them surround him, and the others file down the steps. The murmur of the crowd grows stronger, and it’s definitely tinged with disapproval.

I have no clue what’s happening, but it seems like Vincenzo is pissing people off. Presumably, he should be down in the pit by now.

“Coward!” Luca yells, moving toward the stage. “Come and face me! Or are you too scared?”

There is a communal intake of breath at this slight, and the Don laughs. It is a twisted sound, devoid of pleasure, filled only with bitterness and cruelty. “Luca, my child, you never disappoint. Full to the brim with piss and vinegar, right up to the end. There is no need to accept this challenge—because there is no challenge. You are mine, sworn by blood. How could you challenge me when I own you? When all I need to do is this?” Vincenzo doesn’t move. He doesn’t change his expression or raise a hand. He stays perfectly still, perfectly smug, and looks on as Luca grabs at his chest with both hands.

Their eyes meet, and Luca’s grip intensifies. He grits his teeth, making a mammoth effort to stay upright. Flecks of red appear in his eyes as blood vessels burst. He’s not falling, but he is struggling.

What the fuck is happening? How is the Don doing this? Why isn’t Luca fighting back?

Matteo runs up beside me and grabs me around my waist as I make a move to dash to Luca’s side. “Don’t. It won’t help. It’s over.”

“What? How can it be over? This isn’t a challenge! This isn’t a fight—this is, what is this? He’s just … He’s killing him!”

I struggle in Matteo’s grip as he replies, “Yeah. I know. The Don owns Luca, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. He can do this any time he wants. He’ll squeeze his heart until it explodes.”

“What? No! Why didn’t he tell me? And how are people okay with this?”

“They’re not,” says Matteo, gesturing around us. “Look at them. Nobody is okay with this. Nobody is happy with the Don refusing a challenge.”

I suck in some deep breaths and do as he says. Many of the vampires in the room are angry. Others are shocked. None of them are at all happy. Vincenzo might win this battle, but he’s losing face and doesn’t realize it. Or maybe he doesn’t care. He’s high on his own hype and can’t imagine a world where he doesn’t win.

I break free of Matteo and gallop toward the steps. I have no idea if she’s still here, but I scream Donatella’s name and see a flurry of her blond hair as she roundhouse kicks one of the guards on the stage. I plunge into the ones in front of me, screaming my fury, blazing with rage. They fight back—they must fight back, but I leave them behind me, twisted and broken and bloody, and have no memory of how I did it.

I manage the last steps and meet Donna on the stage. She’s holding a stake—looks like she snapped the leg off a chair. She throws it to me, and I scoop it up in mid-air, not breaking my stride as I close in on the Don. I’m within a few feet of him before he notices me, so intent is he on causing Luca pain. On literally breaking Luca’s heart.

I lift the stake and race in for the kill and don’t slow when I realize that he’s smiling at me. His rotten teeth are uneven and yellow, and his gray tongue is licking over his fangs. His skinny rib cage shakes. He’s laughing.

From nowhere, a blast of dazzling white pain strikes my skull. I drop the stake, and my hands fly to my head. It’s loud and bright and buzzing my whole brain, tearing it apart and rearranging it. A taser to the mind.

I fall to my knees, clawing and clutching at my hair, desperate to make it stop. I’ve never experienced anything like this before, and the searing agony steals all conscious thought. I roll away, trying to escape, and fall from the stage.

I curl into a ball on the floor, my eyes screwed up against the drill to my head. Luca, I tell myself. I have to help Luca.

I manage to drag myself to him, inch by torturous inch, each movement a knife to the brain. I can barely breathe. My heartbeat is too fast. I fight gravity. The white noise in my head builds with every passing second, and my eyes feel like they are bulging out of their sockets.

Luca is on his knees now, his skin pallid. I crawl as close as I can get and clutch at his hand. He grips my fingers, his eyes going wide as I lie beside him. “Rosa,” he croaks. “You should have gone. I wanted you to go.”

“I know,” I reply, keeping hold of him, both of us suffering. “I know you did. But my place is here with you. If I only have minutes of life left, I want to spend them with you. I love you, Luca.”

I crawl closer, fighting the daggers in my skull, and manage to lay my head on his shoulder. His arms go around me, and despite it all—the noise, the blood, the agony—I sigh. I am home.

“I love you too, bella,” he murmurs, almost inaudible. “It was always real for me.” He’s shivering, his breath rattling long and slow and tortured, his grip weakening by the second. The strength is flowing from him, and shudders rack his body. I’m losing him.

I pull away, take his face in my hands. Stare into his bloodshot eyes. As I smooth his hair away from his cheeks, the stabbing pain in my head comes to an abrupt stop. I nearly fall over as I adjust to the new reality. I have no idea what that was or why it stopped, and I have more important things to think about.

Now that I’m free of the onslaught, I become aware of chaos breaking out around us. Different factions of guards are fighting each other, a rumble of blood and fangs and vicious kicks, limbs flying so fast they are a tangled blur. People in the crowd are screaming, some running for the doors, others joining the violence. A young man flies through the air and lands next to me, his head thudding on the floor, his neck twisted irreparably. Witch, my senses tell me. Dead witch.

I hear Donna screaming in Italian and Moonface’s rumbling growl and someone, somewhere, fires a gun. The scene is noise and light and death and carnage, shattering glass and screeching battle cries, a macabre dance surrounding us. Vincenzo is perched on his throne, leaning forward and staring down. He is relishing every moment of this and appears oblivious to the bedlam in the court—all he seems focused on is Luca. On killing him as slowly and painfully as he can.

The guards at the side of the stage are engaged in a full-on clash with the ones who surrounded Luca earlier. Stefano tears someone’s head off. He holds it up by the hair, screams, and throws it at the stage, where it rolls and settles, splattering blood and bone. Donna fights beside Matteo, and a small crowd of women have dragged Carlos’s bloodied body down from the stage and are now pulling it to pieces. So much is going on around me, and I don’t care about any of it.

I don’t care who’s fighting, who’s winning, who might be left alive. I don’t even care about Tomasso. All I care about is Luca, who has fallen to the floor. Whose head I am cradling on my lap. Whose fingers have gone limp in mine.

I lean forward, kiss him desperately, furiously, knowing it is too late, but wishing. Wishing so hard for a fairy tale. For a sprinkle of pixie dust. For a glimpse of the magic that has surrounded us since we met.

I hold his face in my hands and kiss his lips. “Don’t leave me, Luca,” I murmur. “Please don’t leave me!”

He manages to open his lids, and his irises are made of mosaics—like tiny crystals solidifying in his eyes. He gazes up at me, and in a whisper, says, “I don’t want to, bella. But it was worth it. You were worth it. I love you.”

His eyes close, his head lolls to one side, and I wail. There is so much raw emotion inside me that I might burst with it. It builds, powerful and commanding and impossible to resist. I am hot from the inside out, my blood boiling beneath my skin, my eyes burning embers.

I am going to kill somebody. I am going to kill everybody. I am going to destroy the whole goddamn world. Luca has been taken from me, and they will all pay for it. I lay his head on the floor and prepare to slaughter.

Just as I am climbing to my feet, screaming with rage, Luca sucks in one huge, shuddering breath. I drop down by his side, wondering if I imagined it. I hold his head, slap his cheeks, yell his name. Eventually, it happens again—he sucks in another breath, his chest rattling with the effort.

Abruptly, he sits upright, his hand clutching at his breastbone, his eyes back to normal. Brown, ringed with red. Beautiful. I fall into his arms, weeping and running my hands over him, desperate to know it’s true—desperate to know he has come back to me.

I kiss him and slap him some more, and eventually, he puts his arms around me and holds me still.

“What happened?” I ask. “I thought you were gone!”

“I kind of was. Maybe I was a second or two away from it. Then, well, it stopped. The pressure let up. Vincenzo …” He stands unsteadily and pulls me up by his side. We look up at the stage, still bathed in eerie red light, now washed in blood as well, littered with bodies and weapons and the head that Stefano chucked up there. Signs of battle are all around, and right in the middle of it all, still sitting in his dragon-wing throne, is Don Vincenzo.

Dead. A stake sticking through his back and emerging from his chest.

Standing next to him, waving down at us and smiling, is Freya. The girl that nobody sees.
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CHAPTER 29
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MINERVA

Alot has happened in a short amount of time. One night of carnage turned into a revolution, and now the world is painted in shades of uncertainty.

I love it.

For so long now, my life has been a prison—a predictable prison dominated by a monster’s needs. Now, I have no idea what will happen next, and there is a lightness and a joy to that. A freedom that I forgot existed.

Vincenzo is dead, and not a minute too soon. Luca is the new Don, at least for now. Tomasso Capelli is on the run from his own grandchildren and the vengeful Vecchissime families who now know the truth about him. Pietro has sworn to make it his life’s work to find him. The Grand Ball Sack may be cunning and resourceful, but I don’t like his odds.

Luca has held his first court and is promising a fresh start for the Cosca. He reached out to the Romas and explained what had happened and why a small army came to be camped out near their headquarters. The soldiers never received the order to attack, but the Roma Don was furious.

Luca offered an olive branch—Vincenzo’s head on ice. So far, the peace is holding, but it is fragile. Aidan Flynn has come out of exile and agreed to stay on as consigliere, but Sophia has yet to return from Toronto, and nobody knows how she will react to her father’s death.

There are a lot of dangers, a lot of threats. Luca is new. There will be sharks in the water looking for any signs of weakness. Sniffing for blood like the predators they are.

With Rosa at his side, it’s hard to imagine him ever being vulnerable, but she may not always be at his side. I watched her that night—once I dispensed with the witch who was brain-melting her—and saw the bone-deep love and need and anguish when she thought Luca was dying. And I saw her when she thought he was gone. When she stood up amid the wreckage and shone with power. Literally shone, like a beacon.

I don’t know if I was the only one who saw it, but everything about her changed—her green eyes glowed, her hair floated as though electrified, and I swear I saw sparks fly from her fingertips. There’s a lot we don’t know about the Seers. A lot we don’t know about Rosa Capelli—probably things even she doesn’t know. There will need to be a time for questions.

For now, though, we are focused on only one thing—the blood spell that binds them.

Almost a week has passed since Vincenzo’s death, and it has been a busy one. Donatella is staying on for a while and has taken Freya under her wing. They’ve been for mani-pedis, went to a salon where Freya got a new haircut, and she’s catching up on human culture by watching a lot of TV.

Personally, I think she also needs a therapist, but it’s going to be hard to find someone qualified to deal with this particular situation.

Rosa has been drawing up plans to pursue and destroy Tomasso, and Luca has been establishing his power base—but they have found plenty of time for fucking. Loud, constant, fabulously good fucking. I’m sensitive to other people’s pleasure and other people’s pain. The perfect blend of both, they’ve been tough to be around. Even secondhand, their sex is mind-blowing.

Now, though, we are here, back in Luca’s house in Brooklyn where they sit side by side at the kitchen table, unable keep their hands off each other. It’s like their bodies don’t feel whole if they’re not touching.

“Are you sure?” I say, not for the first time. “Are you sure you want to try and break this spell? Not many people are lucky enough to find what you guys have together. It seems kind of bonkers to consider throwing it away.”

Rosa smiles at me, and Luca puts his arm around her shoulder, pulling her hard against him. She flares with desire as her hands go to his chest, and it licks over me like someone is dripping honey onto my tongue. Jesus.

“We’re sure, Minnie,” he says, his voice a deep rasp. “She needs to know, and I already do. This isn’t a blood spell. What we have is stronger than that. This is love.”

Rosa nods, and I hope he’s right.

I light my herbs in their burners and waft the smoke around me. Allowing myself to sink into the moment, I begin to chant.

I find the spell—and I break it.
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Want to know if Rosa and Luca’s love was real, or the result of an ancient curse? Find out in Unbound Available for preorder now
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