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Preface






 So, the title says it all, but just in case I wanted to let ya’ll know this book is DARK in comparison to the previous book, A Little Green Magic. 

Kerrigan will get her happy ever after, but not without a fair bit of blood, body parts, violence, and wickedness.

There are NO outright triggers, though things such as suicide and mental violation are discussed. 




Without further ado, please enjoy A Little Dark Magic









PROLOGUE



Kerrigan, age 16
“If you are here to desecrate this tomb, I’m afraid I must strenuously object.”
The sonorous voice boomed inside the opulent mausoleum, bouncing off the walls with enough force to make Kerrigan jump in fright and splash the bowl of rosewater she held all down her front. 
The circle of powdered salt and chalk she’d painstakingly drawn around herself, broke due to stray splatters.
She’d planned the ritual down to the second. Having to start all over again meant she was going to miss the correct lunar alignment. 
Her school project was ruined.
“DAMMIT!” she shrieked, letting the silver bowl clatter to the rough flagstones with a ringing bang.
“You’re far too pretty for such coarse language,” the disembodied male voice told her with a hint of laughter.
Kerrigan’s senses were wide open for the ritual; how had she missed the presence of a vampire in the cemetery? If she hadn’t been so upset by having missed the narrow window to summon the spirit she needed, she would be excited to meet an actual vampire.
Already feeling more pressure than she could deal with, Kerrigan found herself sitting there in a puddle of sweet-smelling water, on the verge of tears. 
“Yeah, well, here’s some more. My whole project is fucked because you scared the shit out of me! This counts for two thirds of my final grade this year!”
“You’re a student?” Even on the cusp of a breakdown, Kerrigan could hear the curiosity in the vampire’s question. She sensed him somewhere over to her left, but the deep shadows prevented her from seeing him clearly.
“Not for much longer,” she hiccupped, her hands shaking as she gathered up the items for her summoning, her lips wobbling so bad she couldn’t blow out the white candles in the second circle. “My puh-parents are chomp-chomping at the bit to bring me ho-home.”
“Perhaps they should, if your assignments involve desecrating graves and performing séances alone in cemeteries frequented by less than desirable characters.”
Kerrigan swiped her arm across her cheeks, shoving her books, her bowl, the crystals she’d charged for weeks, and the empty bottle of rosewater into her satchel.
“There’s nothing in this cemetery that’s a danger to me. Not even you, vampire.”
Her unwanted spectator gave a low hum, coming forward just enough to let her see the shiny tips of his black shoes, the cuff of his navy blue suit pants, and the barest edge of his scruff-covered jaw.
“A little witch. I should have known.”
“Yes, you should have,” she snapped rudely, already envisioning her parents swooping in to take her home after forcing her to participate in a Pairing Ritual and marry some tool of a witch who’d give them grandbabies with exceptional bloodlines. Kerrigan couldn’t imagine a worse fate.
She wanted to be a Master of Summoning, join a coven of other Summoners, and live the life she wanted. 
The only way she could make that happen was to stay enrolled in school, and her parents would only pay for it if she continued to get perfect scores. 
This asshole lurking in the shadows might have just ensured a life of domestic servitude.
Kerrigan got to her feet and stomped into her boots, lacing them up with rough, jerky movements. 
“What are you? The crypt keeper or something?”
“I was paying my respects to an old friend. I am Maksim.”
For reasons unknown, hearing him speak his name in his smooth, deep voice made shivers trip up and down her arms. 
Kerrigan’s curiosity almost got the better of her, the urge to ask who his dead friend was, right there on the tip of her tongue. But if she had any hope of salvaging her botched summoning, Kerrigan had to get back to the vacation rental and regroup.
“And I’m outta here,” she said firmly, her fingers closing on air when she bent to snatch up her bag. She blinked and looked to find Maksim the vampire standing in exactly the same spot, the only evidence to say he’d moved at all was the presence of her satchel held in his hand.
“What is your assignment?”
“Why do you care?”
“I am not sure,” he responded, drawing out the words slowly as though in the process of pondering that very question. “But I find myself unable to let you leave without knowing what you were attempting to do, or without knowing your name.”
Kerrigan crossed her arms over her chest and squinted into the shadows, trying to make out the details of Maksim’s face. She didn’t feel like she was in any danger, but everything she’d been taught about vampires warned her to forget her bag and get the hell out of the crypt. 
A teenager alone in a cemetery with a vampire? She was practically begging for someone to write a sappy young adult novel about her.
Still, Kerrigan was curious. “Are you planning to hurt me?”
Maksim’s response was instant and firm, “I give you my word, little witch, you’re safe with me. Always.”
Kerrigan felt his promise like the hum of a singing bowl, vibrating against her skin and sinking deep, all the way to her soul. 
Without another thought, she opened her mouth and answered his questions:
“Finals are different for every discipline, and it gets more difficult as you progress. I’m a Summoner in 11th grade, so I have to summon the spirit of someone who’s been dead for over three hundred years to interview.
“I was going to call up someone from the graveyard near my school in upstate New York, but my parents sprung me for a last-minute family vacation to London. I had to improvise.
“I’m screwed, now, because the moon is totally out of alignment, that rosewater was something I’d started brewing special for the project, and don’t even get me started on what I had to do to get the right kind of spirit food—” 
Kerrigan took a deep breath to stop herself before she really got on a roll, mad she couldn’t stop the tears from flowing down her cheeks like some pathetic little girl throwing a tantrum.
Embarrassed beyond words, she looked away and murmured an apology. “Sorry, this was just really important.”
In response to her defeated mutter, Maksim stepped fully into the light and gave a courtly bow from the waist. 
“I’m no spirit, but I am technically dead and over three hundred years old. As I am responsible for ruining your summoning, I would be happy to answer whatever questions you have. Would that fulfill your project requirements?”
Kerrigan didn’t answer for a time, too busy staring at the creature before her. Most every book she’d read and story she’d heard claimed vampires were physically flawless to look at. Inhumanly beautiful. Not to say Maksim wasn’t attractive—he was most definitely attractive—but he could have passed as human.
Built like an Olympic swimmer, with broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and long, strong legs, he looked like a wealthy British businessman on his way to a gentleman’s club.
His dark hair was just long enough to flop over to the left, cut and styled to be fashionable and sexy, just as his light beard was groomed to precise lines on his square jaw. 
His patrician nose was long and slightly crooked, an imperfection which lent to his human appearance. His forehead was wide, devoid of wrinkles; his thick brows winged sharply above his eyes. He said he was over three hundred years old, but he looked thirty, at the most.
Kerrigan was drawn to those eyes, the same deep blue as his suit, patient and steady as he waited for her to get over the surge of teenage hormones.
“I don’t know,” she finally managed to say, “I guess it would be better than nothing. I’m Kerrigan Gray.”
Maksim’s lips curled in a slow smile, the shaft of moonlight spearing through a crack in the roof glinted off the four delicate points of his fangs.
“Shall we begin, Kerrigan Gray?”




CHAPTER ONE



Twelve long years later…
Kerrigan sat across from her newest client, having spent the last hour listening to him wax poetic about what life had been like living in the court of Louis the 14th. He dressed like a French nobleman who’d been transported into the 21st century.
The red velvet smoking jacket perfectly complimented his porcelain skin and sapphire blue eyes—kind of reminding her of that old guy with all the bunnies—his golden hair pulled back into a tail at his nape, curling like a halo around his head.
Honestly, he looked like the perfect Hollywood interpretation of the modern-day vampire.
It wasn’t uncommon for the clients who booked appointments with her to be a bit nervous and talk about all kinds of things. 
Summoning the spirits of dead loved ones was hardly a walk in the park, and people always seemed to have misconceptions about how or what Kerrigan would say or do. 
She considered the nervous chatter part of the job, a sort of talk therapy the person opposite her required to get on with things.
Granted, the majority of her clients were human; the rest were a handful of witches incapable of performing a summoning, and the random supernatural creature. 
One thing all her clients had in common was their need for closure—to have a conversation with the deceased and hash out whatever unresolved issues the living person had.
Etienne booked a two-hour slot and paid in advance for an evening appointment, so for one more hour, he had her undivided attention to tell her whatever the hell he wanted.
He seemed disappointed that Kerrigan refused to put Reece and Doyle outside. The lions lay on either side of her maroon velvet wingback chair in their four-legged forms, their dark golden coats and black manes making it seem as though she’d handpicked them to go with the shop’s Gothic decor.
Not so long ago, the lions had come to the coven’s aid when Ivy’s father came to town with intentions of taking Ivy back to Fairy for a blood ritual. 
Things didn’t go well for Ivy’s dad or for Reece. He’d been dead for a good ten minutes before Ivy brought him back.
Ever since then, the big guy would come around on the regular to check in and make sure things were kosher in the coven. 
Reece was a sweetheart; handsome, big and brawny, like all pride enforcers, with a killer smile, a pair of dimples that went on for days, and kind brown eyes.
When Etienne made his appointment, Kerrigan called Reece to see if he wouldn’t mind acting as her bodyguard. He immediately agreed and did her one better by bringing Doyle along.
Unexpectedly, they were also here to ensure Kerrigan didn’t kill her client.
“When he decided to build a hall of great mirrors to reflect the rising sun… Well, I’m sure you can imagine how ironic it was for a vampire to be the favorite of the Sun King.” Etienne chuckled, but even that held a hint of menace as he flashed her the four points of his dainty fangs.
“It’s something alright,” Kerrigan agreed, reaching for the cigarette case on the little table beside her. 
With a practiced flick, she opened the case and plucked out a hand-rolled cigarette that looked like a joint of marijuana. It smelled like one too, but there wasn’t so much as a hint of weed in the blend. 
She’d created the dried mix of herbs after taking money from a man who claimed he needed to speak to his dead wife one last time. 
To her everlasting horror, Kerrigan performed the summoning, but the woman turned out to be the client’s victim, not his wife.
Now, if she even felt a hint of doubt as to why a client came to her, Kerrigan lit up and let the smoke swirl around the room, ensuring each word her client spoke was the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.
Tonight, everything had been going just fine, right up until the moment Etienne reached up to smooth his hand down the length of his tie after having unbuttoned his jacket, unerringly drawing her attention to the unmistakably familiar ruby tie bar clipped to the black silk.
Her smile felt brittle, but she made an effort and lifted her special cigarette. 
“Do you mind, chevalier?”
“Not at all!” Etienne told her enthusiastically, watching eagerly as Kerrigan lit up, inhaled a deep, sweet breath, and gave a slow exhale to send the smoke up into the air. The French vampire let out a happy sigh, tilting his head.
“And please, call me Etienne. I can’t imbibe myself, but the scent delights me. There are so many strains of cannabis these days. That one is particularly lovely.”
“Thank you. So, how may I help you, Etienne?”
He flicked out his wrists before folding his hands together in his lap, the rectangular rubies set in platinum flashing in the light, and leaned forward to convey the importance of what he was about to tell her. 
Without a doubt, Kerrigan knew the move was deliberate, but she played along, too curious to ruin his game.
“When I was newly made, I met a young lady at Versailles. Her name was Cecilie Ancel, and I loved her deeply.” Kerrigan nodded to indicate she was listening, taking another drag to blow more smoke when Etienne’s lashes fluttered ever so slightly. 
The barest hint of surprise for having confessed he was capable of love, she supposed.
“I’m just taking notes for later,” Kerrigan told him, writing Cecilie’s name down.
The vampire gave a gracious nod and continued his story, “My maker was a jealous man, and it was a dangerous game to keep my affection for Cecilie from him. For a year, I courted her in secret. She knew what I was, and she asked to become a vampire so we could be together forever. Young and in love, of course, I granted her wish, and both of us nearly died in the process.
“It is incredibly taxing on the body to become a maker, and had Rodolpho not found us, Cecilie would have surely died. I was punished for my failure and my betrayal, but Rodolpho eventually realized my Cecilie could be of use to him.”
Sickened by the suggestive nature of his explanation, Kerrigan sucked in a deep puff of smoke. “He pimped her out?”
“Among other things.” There was a bite to Etienne’s voice, and what was meant to be a careless lift of his shoulder became a jerky bump. 
“Her specialty became thievery. She stole more than just my heart when she escaped, and she died before I could recover my property. I’ve hunted high and low for centuries for someone who can summon the spirit of a vampire.”
Kerrigan let her eyebrows slide up as she settled back in her chair, pulling her bare foot up to the seat and draping her wrist across her knee. 
“What makes you think I’m capable of such a thing?”
Etienne gave a sly smile, pressing his fingertips together as he settled back in his own seat. 
“A reliable source told me you managed to summon the spirit of a vampire by the name of Austmathr. He was positively ancient compared to my Cecilie. Over one thousand years old. Surely, one who has only been dead for three hundred and fifty years will be much easier to summon.”
Kerrigan rubbed circles over her kneecap with her fingertips, letting the silence linger while she tried to think about who could have known about her last failed attempt to find Maksim’s shattered spirit.
Every year on the day he’d died, Kerrigan tried to summon him. For eight years, she’d failed. Then, two years ago, she pieced together what she thought were fragments of Maksim’s spirit, only to discover it was actually his maker.
Maksim told her Austmathr had been murdered by one of his many progeny in 1794. After having spent over eight hours with Austmathr’s spirit, Kerrigan understood why he’d been offed.
Austmathr was the cruelest, most conniving, evil spirit she’d ever summoned. Completely unwilling to help her unless she agreed to give him a taste of her blood, he’d talked circles around her, never answering a single question outright.
Kerrigan spent three days in bed after that attempt, drained to the point where she could barely lift her own head up. 
Magically, she’d been so raw she couldn’t quiet the constant whispers of the spirits who flocked to her, begging to be heard, pestering her to the point where it felt like her skull split open.
She’d failed to summon Maksim and suffered unbearably, but it hadn’t stopped her from trying again last year, and she would try again this year. 
She hadn’t told anyone about the progress she’d made. Hell, her own coven sisters hadn’t known about Maksim until they’d been told the Silver Wives had all been murdered by Ivy’s father.
Kerrigan could think of only one person who would know about her exploits with vampire spirits: a Romani gypsy by the name of Charani Morely. 
Evocation and Summoning were the Morely family business, and Kerrigan approached Charani looking for herbs or special family blends that might help Kerrigan pull a reluctant spirit from the ether.
The year Kerrigan managed to gather all the fragments of Austmathr’s spirit, she’d bought some incense Charani told her to keep burning throughout her summoning.
Last year, Kerrigan went back for more, confessing to Charani she’d gotten close to her goal, not having mentioned anything about a vampire. Her silence honestly meant nothing.
Spirits were everywhere, and someone with the power to hear their whispers would be able to decipher what Kerrigan had been up to. Charani could have very well sent one of her family spirits to spy on Kerrigan.
More than a little annoyed now, Kerrigan decided she would be making sure Charani didn’t discuss Kerrigan’s business with anyone ever again. With a wry smile, Kerrigan pointed at Etienne with her smoking cigarette.
“Did Charani choke when she confessed I was more powerful than her?” Etienne said nothing in response, but his coquettish smile was all the answer she needed. “Bet she did. Bitch.”
“So, you admit you’re capable?” Etienne asked, his tone both charming and challenging.
It was clearly a dig, and if he thought she was easy prey, he was in for one hell of a shock. “It’s not a question of capability; it’s willingness. When my human clients come to me to summon a deceased loved one, all it takes is a candle and something that belonged to the deceased. They come easily, eagerly.
“Once a vampire dies, the magic animating them destroys the spirit and scatters the pieces so far and wide, it takes months of detailed preparation to find and collect them all. The experience is unbelievably taxing, and the days spent recovering are excruciatingly painful.”
“Name your price,” Etienne ordered. “Money is of no consequence.” 
Kerrigan drew out the silence, finishing off her enchanted cigarette with one final drag. 
“What did Cecilie steal from you?”
Etienne’s eyes narrowed to slits; his jaw worked back and forth while he contemplated answering. She saw the moment the vampire became suspicious something was assisting him in his desire to tell the truth. 
Probably smelling something she couldn’t, Doyle sat up to remind Etienne he and Reece were still there.
“I’ve learned to be completely transparent with my clients, chevalier. For what you’re asking of me, I will have nothing but the entire truth from you. No games.”
“I am willing to pay you any sum you name to do me this service, Miss Gray.” The unspoken question of whether it mattered that Kerrigan knew the details hung between them.
“Oh, don’t worry. If I agree, you’ll pay out the nose,” Kerrigan assured him cheerfully. “But you said so yourself: you’ve been searching for centuries for someone who can summon the spirit of a vampire to no avail. So this becomes a Need/Want situation.
“I don’t need your money, and I don’t want to spend a month preparing to raise a spirit that will leave me incapacitated and in agony for days afterward. You need Cecilie to tell you where this lost item is, and I want to know what the item is. You see where I’m going with this?”
Etienne pursed his lips, looking very much like a disgruntled teenager, if that disgruntled teenager happened to also potentially be a homicidal maniac. 
“I do.”
As his gaze roamed the room, briefly touching on objects before moving on to something else. “Is something wrong?”
“What charm did you use to loosen my tongue?”
Kerrigan gave an appreciative smile. “I give you my word: I’ve used no charms and no spells to loosen your tongue. People just like to talk to me. You’d be surprised the things I hear sitting in this chair.”
Etienne grunted, still not totally convinced, and their time was almost up. When Kerrigan told him so, the facade of politeness faded almost instantly to reveal the predator hiding beneath a handsome, youthful face. The look the vampire leveled on her would have frightened a lesser witch.
Reece sat up to mirror his partner, both lions giving low, rumbling growls of warning.
The menacing sounds caused Etienne to throw himself back with a mulish huff, waving his hand dismissively at the two lions.
“I will tell you everything, provided you and your pets sign a non-disclosure agreement, vowing not to discuss any details of our business together with anyone. Living or dead.”
Kerrigan spread her hands in welcome. “Absolutely, but in that agreement, you will agree not to disclose my part in your business. No bragging to other vampires about what I did, no telling friends or bosses who want to reconnect with dead lovers or offspring, etcetera.”
“Agreed, you have my word. I’ll have the paperwork sent first thing in the morning.”
“I’ll be waiting.”
Etienne didn’t respond, prolonging the silence. Kerrigan pointedly checked her watch, unwilling to give him an inch. He finally hissed under his breath and gave up his secret. “I am after a spellbook and a potion that would allow the vampire who drank it to walk in the sun, forever.”
Kerrigan tipped her head to the side. “Impressive, but impossible.”
“It is not impossible!” Etienne insisted with the fervent belief of a fanatic. “There were two doses, and I watched my maker take the first one. He walked into the light and bathed in the rays of the rising sun. After returning to the chateau unscathed, he killed the witch who created the potion, took her recipe and the second vial.
“I knew Rodolpho was getting tired of me, and the chances of his next victim becoming a daywalker was too much to bear. So I took his head, the spellbook, and the potion. I planned to share a bright, beautiful future with my Cecilie, but what Rodolpho did to her turned her against me. She stole the book and the potion from me, and disappeared.”
“How do you know she didn’t become a daywalker herself?” Kerrigan asked, figuring that would have been the first thing she would have done, ensuring she could stay two steps ahead of Etienne and put twice the distance between them.
Etienne smiled a slow, evil smile and spread his hands. “She burned in the sun. And before you ask, no, I did not kill her.”
The ghost of the boy who’d been hovering behind Etienne from the beginning shook his head.
His hands may not have been the ones to drag Cecilie into the light, but he is responsible.
Kerrigan nodded to acknowledge the information. “I assume Cecilie wouldn’t answer your questions when you caught up to her, so some persuasion was in order.”
Etienne merely shrugged. “As you say. You keep looking over my shoulder, why?”
The boy’s ghost smiled every bit as wickedly as Etienne had. 
Ask him if he remembers the taste of raspberries.
Kerrigan braced herself for some kind of outburst, sliding her hand down to pat Doyle’s shoulder in their pre-arranged signal to prep him and Reece for a problem. 
“The ghost of a young man appeared almost as soon as you sat down. He wants to know if you remember the taste of raspberries.”
The smug look on Etienne’s face was replaced with perfect blankness. When he spoke, his voice was stilted and breathy, uncertain. Perhaps, even fearful. 
“Raspberries?”
“Mmhm. He’s cute, dark-haired, somewhere between twelve and thirteen. Pale blue breeches, white lawn shirt. Yay high.” Kerrigan raised her hand to measure the boy’s height.
Where any other person would naturally look around to try and catch sight of the ghost haunting them, Etienne didn’t move so much as a muscle. In fact, he sat so still, he might as well have been a statue.
“Our time is nearly up, Miss. Gray. Name your terms and help me find my lost treasure.”
Kerrigan had no desire to work a summoning for him, but the rubies he wore taunted her. “To perform the ritual, I will need something that once belonged to Cecilie, a physical item. 
"Considering the length of time she’s been dead, it will take me anywhere from one to four months to gather all the pieces of her spirit.
“To store the pieces as I collect them, I’ll need some kind of vessel. Precious stones work best; crystals of flawless clarity will do in a pinch. You can’t pawn this part off on some flunkie. You have to choose the stone personally, hold it in your hands, and remember the moment you fell in love with Cecilie.”
“Is that all?” Etienne drawled with a hint of sarcasm.
Kerrigan smiled sweetly. “Thirty-five million US dollars.”
Etienne’s brows flew up into his hairline, an incredulous laugh bursting from his rosy red lips. 
“You must be joking.”
“You said you’d pay me any sum I asked, and that’s my price for courting an aneurysm. I can summon Cecilie’s spirit, and you can communicate with her, but that’s where my guarantee ends. I can’t force her to tell you what you want to know, and if you don’t get the information you want, that’s not my problem.
“Should you choose to purchase my services, I’ll send you a weekly update via email to keep you apprised of our progress and answer only one email from you in return, weekly. If you call to pester me or to rush me, we’re done. You don’t have to decide tonight, but those are my terms.”
He grimaced, pushing a hiss of breath through his teeth, and rose stiffly to his feet. He gave a short, mocking bow, his accent thickening with irritation as he said, 
“I will be in touch.”
“I’ll be here,” Kerrigan responded, allowing him to make it to the door before calling out to him. Etienne turned on his heeled shoes to face her, the long tails of his blood-red coat flaring out dramatically around him.
“I’m fairly partial to rubies. The ones you’re wearing are exquisite. Where did you get them?”
A smug, triumphant smile curved the vampire’s lips, his fingers moving to Maksim’s tie bar. 
“They were a gift from an old friend. Until next time, mademoiselle.”
Kerrigan got up once the door shut behind him and turned the deadbolt, peering through the picture window to watch Etienne climb inside the fancy town car waiting for him. 
The young ghost followed with a jaunty wave for her, and Kerrigan couldn’t help but smile, hoping it caused Etienne untold discomfort to know the spirit of one of his victims followed him everywhere.
“Can you actually do what he wants?”
Kerrigan didn’t turn around when Reece stepped up behind her, hugging her arms around herself to keep from running after Etienne to force him to give her back Maksim’s things and tell her exactly how the items had come to be in his possession.
“Yes. Victims always want to be heard.”
Reece gave a low grunt. “And the thing about his jewelry?”
“I summoned the rubies up out of the ground when I was eighteen years old and had that tie bar and those cufflinks made as a gift for someone I loved. He would never have given them away, especially not to someone like Etienne.”
“You sure?”
“Dead sure.”
A tingle of power whispered against her back when Doyle shifted. “It’s been a while since we did some off-book hunting, but I don’t like his face or his prissy-ass coat. I’ll kill that vamp and get your stuff back, no problem.”
Kerrigan gave a ghost of a smile. “Not until after I get his money. Thanks for the offer, though.”
“Thirty-five million is pretty damn steep,” Doyle told her appreciatively. “Think he’ll pay?”
“Oh, he’ll pay,” she drawled, watching the red glow of the taillights disappearing down the road. “He’d pay me whatever I asked for to get that potion. If it’s real, it will make him the most powerful vampire alive.”
*****
Two weeks after her appointment with Etienne, Kerrigan woke up to find thirty-five million dollars in her bank account.
The same day, a delivery man brought her a box of what turned out to be all the items she’d requested from Etienne. 
She’d been expecting a piece of jewelry or a comb, some kind of trinket belonging to Cecilie that would help Kerrigan focus to find the vampire’s shattered spirit.
What she got was an ornate glass jar full of ash. Immediately, Kerrigan called her client.
“Chevalier, why am I holding a jar of ashes?” she asked in disgust, really hoping she wasn’t holding what she thought she was holding.
The vampire gave a delighted, boyish laugh. “You needed something of Cecilie’s, did you not?” Kerrigan made a face, glad he couldn’t see her gingerly set the jar down on the nearest table. “When will you begin?”
Etienne had chosen a marquise cut sapphire to hold Cecilie’s spirit. The football-shaped stone was large enough to fit perfectly in the palm of Kerrigan’s hand and would be easy to hold while collecting the scattered pieces of Cecilie’s essence. With everything she asked for, Kerrigan didn’t really have an excuse not to go ahead.
“In three days when the moon is full.”
“Bonne chasse, mem’sell. I am counting on your discretion.”
If the potion was real and the recipe written in the spellbook was legible, Kerrigan was certain Etienne would attempt to kill her as his maker had done to the creator of the potion. 
Which was why she’d gone to Rowena before signing Etienne’s NDA and told her things might get dicey with Etienne after she finished contacting Cecilie.
Practical as the day was long, Rowena’s response still had the power to put a smile on Kerrigan’s face.
“Things will not get dicey so long as he doesn’t put us in a position to show him how ruthless we can be. Move that money into a secure account just in case he makes a play to get it back.”
With the money moved into an offshore account, Kerrigan’s first order of business was to go on a little shopping spree. The second was to buy the land around the house Uriah had been building for her from Rowena.
A few months ago, Uriah went out to survey the plot, helped her pick out the perfect spot for what she had in mind, and his crew went to work. In the span of a week, they’d cleared the space, dug a basement, and poured a concrete foundation.
The following week, they’d started building. At the pace the work crew was going, Kerrigan was confident she’d have a completely finished house by the end of the month. It wouldn’t be huge or fancy, but it would be hers and hers alone.
Kerrigan already had three pieces of Cecilie’s spirit captured inside the sapphire, and things were going well, which meant something had to go wrong to keep the balance.




CHAPTER TWO



It happened as she was walking down Main Street with Astrid, her hands full of shopping bags after having gone a little overboard on supplies for Ivy’s upcoming wedding. Astrid was complaining about what a hassle it was trying to plan a wedding when the groom wouldn’t give any input other than to say, ‘whatever Ivy wants.’
Kerrigan thought it was a good problem to have, and unbidden, thought of Maksim.
As attentive as he’d been, Kerrigan could imagine commenting on the wedding of her dreams in passing conversation, and waking up one day to find Maksim had taken care of everything, the entire event planned down to the last place setting, exactly as she’d envisioned.
The wind blew a lock of hair across her face, and Kerrigan turned to get it out of her mouth. She saw him across the street, standing there in broad daylight, watching her with a soft, familiar smile on his face.
His gorgeous lips shaped a single word, and she wouldn't realize until much later, he'd said, "Orpheus."
He looked exactly as she remembered the last time they’d been together. She felt the surge of blood as it rushed from her face to her legs, the bags she carried fell from her nerveless fingers, and Astrid was at her side in a flash, demanding to know what was wrong.
Kerrigan blinked, and he was gone. “Noth-nothing. It’s nothing. I just thought—”
Astrid gripped her arm tight enough to get her attention, snapping Kerrigan out of her daze. “It’s not nothing. Talk to me.”
Tears trembled on her lashes as she shook her head, searching up and down the street for one more glimpse, one more smile. 
“Ever since I told you and the others about Maksim, I’m seeing him everywhere. I’m dreaming about him almost every night, and the client I took a few weeks ago was a vampire. I don’t know how he got them—he said they were a gift—but he had on the tie bar and cuff links I gave Maksim on our last birthday together. Maksim told me they were a priceless treasure; he would never have given them away.”
Astrid made a comforting noise of understanding, her hand sliding down Kerrigan’s arm to take her hand. 
“And just now?”
Kerrigan lifted her chin to gesture at the empty space across the street, tears of frustration and confusion spilling down her cheeks. 
“He was right there. I saw Maksim standing right there, Astrid, smiling at me. I don’t understand. I’ve tried so hard to summon his spirit, but I can’t find it, and now he was right there in broad daylight? It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Let’s go home, okay? I’m getting a really strong urge to do a reading for you.”
Kerrigan shook her head, angrily swiping at the tears on her cheeks. “You don’t have to do that. It’s fine. I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not. We’re going home, so I can do a reading for you. Let’s go.” Surprised by the firm determination in Astrid’s tone, Kerrigan didn’t protest further.
Shaken, she gathered up her things, unable to keep from turning in a slow circle, hoping to get one more glimpse of Maksim.
With a compassionate murmur, Astrid put her arm around Kerrigan’s waist. “Come on, let’s go home.”
Still not totally recovered from the shock, Kerrigan didn’t register getting in the car or the time it took to get home. 
She wouldn’t have known they’d parked without Astrid’s announcement, “I changed my mind about going to the house. Juliet will probably butt in to try and convince me to try her latest version of her hair potion. It reeks like skunk farts.”
Numb, Kerrigan gave a blink and realized they were sitting outside the small strip center that had once been a fruit and produce market run by Rowena’s family. Rowena converted it into three spacious shops to host their coven businesses.
The Blossom Shrine was the newest addition where Ivy sold all sorts of magical herbs and potions exclusively to the magical community. You couldn’t even see the beautiful green and gold logo in the window if you weren’t a supernatural creature or a witch.
Rowena’s physical store, A Little Practical Magic, sat beside it, all cute and modern farmhouse style with a plethora of enchanted items to make everyday life that much simpler.
From silk pillowcases that ensured you never woke up with bed head or pimples ever again, to dish soap that magically made all the dishes in the sink clean and dry themselves.
Kerrigan loved the shoelaces that ensured she never got lost or stepped in gum when walking down the sidewalk, and the cloak pins that made a person’s coat or jacket stay perfectly warm in the wintertime were divine.
To everyone’s shock and amazement, Juliet—the most wild witch they’d ever met—ran Rowena’s store and handled the online business with amazing success, allowing Rowena all the time she needed to continue producing the items they couldn’t keep in stock.
When she wasn’t trying to blow up the house or poisoning them with unlabeled jars of stuff in the fridge, Callie went out with Rowena on house calls when enchanted items couldn’t get the job done to oust unwanted spirits or close portals to other realms.
Right now, Juliet, Rowena, and Callie were away doing a particularly nasty cleansing in Pennsylvania. Kerrigan would have gone with, but Astrid needed someone to help run things here while Ivy and Uriah were off surveying land for a potential client in Canada.
Astrid’s shop, Written in the Stars, came next in line. It looked simple from the outside, the window display filled with a rainbow of crystals hung on fishing line, resembling floating stars, inviting whimsy and rainbows into the space.
Inside, Astrid had shelves tastefully packed with antique sextants, astrolabes, maps, books, little globes—anything and everything one could possibly need to chart the night sky or divine their future arranged in neat stacks.
The deep cobalt and gold decor was both soothing and fantastic, and in the backroom, Astrid did her readings. 
She kept a firm grip on Kerrigan’s hand as she led the way through the quiet shop, urging her to sit down at the round table etched with constellations and symbols to help Astrid chart the cosmic course of her clients’ lives.
Kerrigan’s shop was the last in the row, The Last Word. Dark, gothic, and everything a client would expect from someone able to summon their dead loved ones or help break the family curse.
She drank the tea Astrid poured for her, the bitter sharpness softened by a sweet hint of honey. It brushed away the last of the cobwebs, allowing Kerrigan’s brain to catch up. 
She watched Astrid slowly let her magic move across the shelves, her hand spread wide as she passed it over the hundreds of different tarot decks and cups of special runes to find the right one for Kerrigan’s reading. 
It was always a sight to see. The air around Astrid shimmered and sparkled, her skin shining with a hint of starlight.
“You really don’t have to do this, Astrid. I think my brain is just vomiting up twelve years of repressed memories and shit I haven’t processed about what happened to Maksim because I saw a vampire wearing a ruby tie bar.”
Astrid gave a delicate snort. “Or maybe the Universe is trying to tell you something, and you’re brushing it off with rational explanations.”
“Or that,” Kerrigan agreed, finishing off her tea. She didn’t look at the leaves that settled in the bottom, the fine porcelain cup giving a delicate click when she set it in the saucer and pushed it across to Astrid’s side of the table.
“Ah, here we go.” Astrid’s satisfaction and amusement carried over to Kerrigan when she put a black and silver deck down on the table in front of her. 
“The Nocturne Oracle, very appropriate. You know the drill. Empty your mind, don’t think about what’s going on. Open yourself to the messages waiting to be heard.”
While Astrid examined the pattern of tea leaves left behind in Kerrigan’s cup—a talent Kerrigan had never been able to master or truly understand—Kerrigan picked up the deck of thick black cards, feeling the slight hum of Astrid’s power emanating from them.
When she finished shuffling and pushed the deck across the table, Astrid set aside the teacup without a word to pull the first card. 
A brilliant spray of silver stars glittered up at her as Astrid put the card in front of her.
“Reversed. You’re not trusting your intuition, fighting your fears, and letting self-doubts rule you. Knock that shit off.”
Kerrigan couldn’t help but give a little laugh. “Is this how you talk to all your customers?”
“Only the stubborn, rational ones,” Astrid answered evenly, pulling the next three cards with a frown. “What didn’t you tell us about the day Maksim died?”
The three cards indicated secrets that revolved around her relationship with Maksim, and when Kerrigan didn’t immediately answer, Astrid turned over another card.
A silver snake twisted in knots across the black card, mirroring the sensations she felt as her belly coiled in on itself. 
The Silver Wives had originally taken the name, The Silver Serpents as an ode to the snake that entered the Garden of Eden and whispered in Eve’s ear to eat the forbidden fruit, but later they decided it was too masculine.
Why was the Universe unpacking all this for her now?
Was the Justice card for her?
Had she not suffered enough to balance the scales on what she’d done?
“Kerrigan,” Astrid murmured gently, “whatever it is, I’m here for you.”
Kerrigan shook her head as another round of frustrated tears spilled over, a sigh dredging up from deep within. 
Clearly, the time for truth and confession was now. Kerrigan knew Astrid wouldn’t judge or condemn her, but it was still so hard to say the words out loud. 
“I killed him.”




CHAPTER THREE



Vermont, twelve years ago…
Kerrigan hadn’t ever tasted so much concentrated evil in her life. It was like she’d taken a shot of Chanel No5, licked blood off the back of her hand, and sucked on a brick of charcoal to cut the bitterly metallic taste.
The reason why her mother had been so hard up about Kerrigan wearing something elegant on their ‘family outing’ and why she was so pissed when Kerrigan came out wearing a holy pair of black skinny jeans and her favorite, Practice Safe Hex shirt, finally made sense.
Kerrigan stuck out like a hobo among the glittering throng of slender witches clipping across the white marble floors in shoes that cost as much as a third world country, wearing designer outfits straight off the runway.
Mother had stars in her eyes as she looked around the grand foyer; her father seemed smug about something but wouldn’t say what had him in such a good mood. 
It couldn’t be the forty-five-minute wait to see whoever they were here to see or the blatant looks of hostility being shot their way by the unnaturally beautiful women.
Mother had been on a rampage to get the most advantageous match for Kerrigan, and this was feeling like another step toward that goal. 
If this was some kind of dark magic spa where parents took their kids to give them complete makeovers or something to make them prettier, her mother was in for a nasty surprise.
Kerrigan’s insides squirmed as she decided it was time to bite the bullet and tell her parents about Maksim. 
She’d definitely told him about her parents and their lofty plans for Kerrigan’s Pairing Ceremony. It turned into another one of those times when Maksim threw his head back and roared with laughter.
She’d been in his arms, whirling gracefully around the dance floor at the masquerade ball he’d taken her to on Halloween. Maksim had worn a crimson coat and breeches, heavily embroidered with red and gold threads, his dark hair slicked back and a white skull mask covering half his handsome face. Very Phantom of the Opera.
He’d brought Kerrigan to a costume shop the night before and told her to pick whatever she wanted, grinning from ear to ear when she’d chosen a full skirt of glittering black and a corset covered in jet beads and black rooster feathers.
She’d felt like a shimmering Black Swan and loved every minute of the evening, especially when they’d stood like the prom king and queen to receive the best-dressed award. 
But during their victory waltz, when she’d confessed her fears of being Paired with one of the male witches a few grades higher than her and shared her mother’s ruthless plans on the matter, Maksim’s laughter filled the room.
“You have nothing to fear, Kerrigan.”
“You haven’t met my parents,” she pointed out morosely.
Maksim ducked his head to press a kiss to her bare shoulder, turning to whisper in her ear. 
“You could perform the ritual a thousand times, and it wouldn’t work. You’re mine, little witch.”
Not wanting to ruin the evening by arguing, Kerrigan let herself live out the fantasy where everything would work out, and no amount of magic could possibly come between them.
It was true: just because she participated in a Pairing Ritual, didn’t mean had to accept it or be forced into marriage. But in the back of her mind, an insidious little voice told her the Pairing Ritual wasn’t intended to match a witch to her soul mate. 
It was intended to pair her with her perfect magical match, to ensure any children born of the union would inherit both parents’ abilities and further populate the world with powerful witches.
Now Kerrigan hoped she hadn’t made a mistake by not asking Maksim to give her his blood to cement their relationship and prevent the spell from taking hold. 
There was no doubt in her mind, if the ritual worked and her perfect magical match was found, her parents would find a way to force Kerrigan into marrying him.
“Oh good, you’re still here.”
Kerrigan looked to see a woman in a gaudy gold dress heading toward them on mile-high gold heels, jewelry on both wrists, her fingers, hung around her neck, and her ears. 
The witch was positively dripping with gold and diamonds. She had a perfect tan, her long chestnut hair so shiny and so perfectly styled, Kerrigan felt dull and lackluster in comparison.
Which was no doubt the point.
The aura of menace and power wafted around the witch, tangibly pressing against Kerrigan’s flesh with all the intensity of a brewing hurricane. 
The woman wasn’t hiding her powers in the least, and when her dark brown eyes critically slithered up and down Kerrigan’s body, Kerrigan almost looked down to check and see if she still had her clothes on.
“Mrs. Price, thank you so much for this opportunity. Did you receive our gifts?” Kerrigan’s mother cooed, looking at the dark witch like a wide-eyed sycophant who’d just met their idol.
Mother dressed for the occasion in a black cocktail dress she’d spent an insane amount of money on, wearing her finest jewelry, having spent the entire morning in a stylist’s chair to get her shoulder-length blonde hair coiffed to perfection.
In contrast, Kerrigan’s father wore his best suit and tie, looking like a former fashion model with his handsome looks and black hair starting to gray at the temples.
“I did,” Mrs. Price said with a cat-like smirk. “They are exquisite.”
“I’m so pleased to hear that. This is my daughter, Kerrigan.” She actually reached out and pushed Kerrigan forward a few steps. 
Not sure what to say, Kerrigan stood there and let Mrs. Price walk a slow circle around her, feeling very much like a bug under a microscope.
Mrs. Price gave a thoughtful hum on her way back around, tilting her head to the side to peer curiously at Kerrigan’s makeup-free face, her eyes narrowing in thought. 
“Well, you’re certainly pretty enough, Kerrigan.” Kerrigan would have answered with something snarky, but Mrs. Price rolled right over her. 
“We typically don’t recruit Summoner’s, but if you’re are as strong as your mother says, I’m certain there’s a place for you with the Silver Wives. With some… physical enchantments, of course.”
Stunned, Kerrigan didn’t pull away when Mrs. Price hooked her thin arm around Kerrigan’s and pulled her deeper into the den of dark witches. 
Kerrigan threw a helpless look of astonishment over her shoulder at her parents, but both of them were beaming with pride and greedy eagerness, clearly delighted at the idea of their daughter joining the ranks of the blackest witches in the country.
“The Silver Wives are one of the oldest covens on the east coast, dating back to the founding of this country,” Mrs. Price told her, tugging sharply to get Kerrigan’s attention. “You’ve no doubt heard of our exploits.”
Oh, had she ever. Eight out of ten powerful men in the United States knowingly or unknowingly had one of the Silver Wives in his bed to whisper in his ear.
Since the time of the Salem Trials, the Silver Wives had courted and corrupted senators, judges, presidents, lawyers, military generals, scientists, and businessmen. 
Most Fortune 500 companies were run or owned by the Silver Wives. Pharmaceutical companies, major infrastructure and industry, banks, were all controlled by the coven.
Kerrigan had zero desire to join them or become one of the ‘physically enhanced’ witches walking around the opulent mansion. 
She wasn’t afraid to throw down a curse or two if the situation warranted it, but the constant manipulation of a human being? Taking away their free will and using them as a puppet to further her own selfish desires?
There was no way Kerrigan was cut out to be a Silver Wife, especially if it meant marrying some gross, sweaty, sleazy human too stupid to realize the gorgeous woman on his arm was plying him with potions to keep him under her spell.
Mrs. Price walked Kerrigan and her parents all over the mansion grounds, extolling the many perks that came with being a member of the coven, doing a fabulous job of glossing over the gory details of how one achieved those perks.
“And, of course, our version of the Pairing Ritual has a one hundred percent success rate,” Mrs. Price was saying, grabbing one hundred percent of Kerrigan’s attention. 
“However, we’re not casting to find your perfect magical match. We’re looking for the human who’ll not only be easy to control, but also, has the right breeding and connections to ensure a very successful and lucrative future for the coven.”
“I’d like to hear more about that.” Kerrigan’s father chuckled. “We’re looking to franchise the family winery.”
Mrs. Price spared him a droll glance, her smile clearly forced. “I’m sure that could be arranged, but the Silver Wives rarely dabble in small business ventures.” 
Kerrigan bit into her cheek to keep from laughing at the way Mrs. Price made it clear, without saying the actual words, that the Gray family business was too insignificant to warrant any of her attention.
“So, what do you think, Kerrigan? I know you have a few years of schooling left at Haggara, but it might be more advantageous to send you someplace like Harvard or Yale. Especially after our Pairing Ritual, as it’s likely your match will be a human, around your age, and just ripe for the plucking.”
Kerrigan said, “Well, I’m not sure—”
And her mother cut in with a little cheer. “I think it sounds wonderful!”
“Of course it does.” Mrs. Price turned down another hallway filled with stunning artwork, antique mirrors, golden sconces, and tables laden with fresh cut flowers. 
If one didn’t look too closely, it seemed like something out of a magazine. “Now, let’s talk about membership dues.”
“Membership dues?” Kerrigan repeated, so confused she could barely tell up from down.
She’d never heard of any coven that required membership dues like some kind of country club, and considering how tight-fisted her father was about paying for her schooling already, Kerrigan didn’t see him forking out more money for something that may not directly benefit him.
Mrs. Price patted her hand with a saccharine smile. “The Silver Wives aren’t like any other coven. Once you belong to us, we make sure you receive the proper education to look good on human paperwork and to be a shining star that other women look up to with extreme envy. 
"We ensure you live in an excellent home, drive the most expensive cars, and ensure you undergo special glamour work to appear perfectly pleasing to the eye at all times.
“Your wardrobe is constantly stocked with the latest fashions, and what you learn here, the spells you’ll cast, there is literally no limit to how powerful you will become. This is all before your marriage to the human we’ve selected.
“If the coven is going to invest so much time and effort into you, we want to make sure you’re just as dedicated to us. That requires a sacrifice—proof you’re willing to do whatever it takes to be one of us.”
Mrs. Price pushed open a wooden door banded in iron that looked completely out of place in the creamy-white and gold color scheme of the mansion, and led Kerrigan down a wide stone staircase. 
The intensity of evil increased until the hair on Kerrigan’s body stood on end, her most primal instincts telling her to turn around and run as fast as possible, but Mrs. Price had a death grip on Kerrigan’s arm, forcing her to keep walking.
“Mrs. Price, I mean this with the utmost respect, but there’s been a misunderstanding. I didn’t come here to join your coven.”
The witch’s laughter echoed ominously in the cavernous stairway. “Of course you did, darling. Your parents made it very clear you’re not living up to your full potential, which is hardly surprising since Haggara isn’t known for teaching real black magic. 
"You’re restricted to such limited education there, but here, the sky’s the limit. And not to worry about your sacrifice, your parents have already sent it ahead.”
They came to the bottom of the staircase, and Mrs. Price towed Kerrigan into the seat of the dark coven’s power: a dungeon with a well of black ooze that churned and bubbled in the center of the room. 
But it wasn’t the dungeon, or the many varied torture devices, or even the elegantly lit shelves stocked with body parts floating in glass jars that tore a horrified gasp out of her.
It was Maksim, stripped to the waist, shackled at the wrists and ankles, hanging behind the stone altar already coated in his blood. 
His head shot up when she called out in horror, a sob choking her to see the cruel metal device jabbed into his mouth to hold it open.
Blood ran in rivulets down his lips and chin from gaping holes in his mouth where his fangs used to be. He looked at her with fear and rage, jerking at his restraints with such force more blood spurted from where the shackles bit into his arms
Mrs. Price was far stronger than she looked, not having to strain at all to keep a grip on Kerrigan’s arm when she would have torn free to run to Maksim. 
She didn’t realize she’d been hysterically screaming to be let go until Mrs. Price slapped her across the face hard enough to throw Kerrigan to the ground.
Flirting with consciousness, the taste of blood in her mouth, ears ringing, Kerrigan could barely make out the sound of Maksim’s enraged roaring.
“That is quite enough,” Mrs. Price snapped, and a loud crunch followed by a gurgling grunt snapped Kerrigan out of her daze.
Kerrigan looked to where Maksim hung on the wall, something not right about the way his throat looked, but she was too dazed to say what it was.
“No.”
“What was that?” Mrs. Price demanded, tilting her head to the side as though she hadn’t heard. Which, considering her actual age, might have been the case. Kerrigan looked up at the coven leader, seeing right through the beautiful facade to the truly hideous face beneath.
Stomach churning, from more than just pain, Kerrigan stumbled to her feet, looking to her parents. 
“You did this?”
Her mother seemed a little pale, but she was smiling tremulously. Her father scowled at her, his expression a mix of disgust and florid fury.
“Hell yes we did this!” he spat. “I had to hear from one of my business partners that my own daughter was seen out on the town, whoring herself out to a vampire. 
"Did you really think after everything your mother and I have sacrificed for you, we’d let you run off and drag our family name through the mud, make us a laughingstock among our peers?”
Kerrigan couldn’t breathe past the agony of what her own father was saying to her. She looked to her mother for some kind of reassurance, help even, but found nothing but sympathy.
“Your father and I only want the very best for you, Kerrigan. There is no other coven on the planet more powerful or well respected. You have no idea what doors will open for you, for us.”
Feeling their betrayal straight through to the marrow of her bones, Kerrigan wiped the blood off her chin and tried to ignore the terrible throbbing in her face. 
The swelling and the cuts on the inside of her cheek made it difficult to form words, but she managed. 
“Not. Happening.”
“Kerrigan.” Her mother sighed as though she were the greatest disappointment ever.
Her father wasn’t so taciturn. Spit frothed at the corners of his lips; his eyes burned with rage as he called on his magic, suffocating her with the heat of it as he furiously stabbed his finger at Maksim. 
“You’re going to put that walking corpse down like a rabid dog and pledge to the Silver Wives, end of discussion!”
“Go fuck yourself,” Kerrigan answered, spitting blood at his feet.
“Young lady,” Mrs. Price tsked, making Kerrigan scream when she grabbed a fistful of Kerrigan’s hair and yanked her around to face Maksim. “That’s no way to speak to your father.”
Mrs. Price used the grip on Kerrigan’s hair to steer and shove her forward, pushing her around the altar until she was close enough to reach out and touch Maksim, but an uttered curse of the cruelest magic settled around Kerrigan every bit as firmly as the shackles that held Maksim securely to the wall.
“Now then, so much fuss. It’s really quite a simple process, Kerrigan. To kill your love is to blacken the soul, which is the sacrifice all of us made to join the Silver Wives. 
"You won’t even notice it, except for the way that your power will leap and grow like a wildfire. You’ll have everything a girl could possibly dream of. Wealth, power, fame—”
“I don’t want any of that! Let me go!” she shrieked, fighting the hag’s magic with all her might, thrashing against it with all the futility of a wet rag slapping at a steel wall.
“You will want it,” Mrs. Price answered, stepping up behind Kerrigan close enough to feel the press of her fake breasts against her back. 
Mrs. Price reached around to push a crude, ugly dagger in Kerrigan’s hand, and like a marionette, Kerrigan’s palms slapped together around the hilt, the deadly point aimed right at her beloved’s chest. 
She stared into Maksim’s eyes and saw nothing but calm forgiveness in the dark blue depths.
“NO! I won’t! I won’t do this! You can’t make me—” Mrs. Price gave an exasperated sigh, put her hands on Kerrigan’s shoulders, and shoved.
The blade was so sharp it slid through Maksim like he was made of softened butter. His blood gushed out over her hands in a thick, warm rush, and Kerrigan did feel something die inside her.
There was the sensation of a balloon being popped, and just like that, Mrs. Price’s dark hold on her snapped. 
The shackles holding Maksim to the wall opened, his limp body falling against Kerrigan, taking them both to the floor.
“That shouldn’t have happened,” she heard Mrs. Price say, almost like she was impressed, but Kerrigan could have cared less. 
Choking on her gut-wrenching sobs, Kerrigan carefully unstrapped the horrible gag from Maksim’s mouth, throwing it away with a violent fling, cradling him in her arms.
“Maksim, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.” She wept, her tears splashing on his ashen cheeks.
“My little witch,” he choked out, more blood sliding out of his mouth. “Go. Leave… me.”
“No! No! Please, please! You can’t leave me here alone!” He gave a ghost of a smile and she watched the spark of life slowly fade from his vibrant eyes.
“Never,” he rasped, but he slowly turned a lifeless gray, muscle and sinew shrinking beneath his skin, and in no time at all, it was a withered husk that Kerrigan cradled.
Time moved like frozen molasses around her, voices faded in and out, and before long, the blood soaking her started to cool.
“What the hell is all that noise, Vivica? I was getting a massage out by the pool and thought you were down here torturing someone without having invited the rest of us to watch!” 
“Just initiating our newest recruit. She’s having a little tantrum,” Mrs. Price drawled, her golden heels catching the peripheral of Kerrigan’s blurry sight. The bitch actually had the nerve to reach out and nudge Maksim’s hip with the toe of her shoe.
Kerrigan snapped.
A haze clouded her sight, not red, but a shadowy black that somehow managed to make every light in the room seem bright as day, muting all the colors around her, sharpening the faces of the Silver Wives crowded around her in the dungeon.
“Well, well,” one of them chuckled. “Look at those eyes.”
“Oh good,” Mrs. Price said with a heaping dose of satisfaction. “For a minute there, I was worried she didn’t have it in her.”
Haggara might not have a class dedicated to black magic, but that didn’t mean Kerrigan was ignorant of how to use it. 
All it took was a tiny bit of blood, foul words, and vengeful rage. Right now, Kerrigan had all three in spades.
“You want black magic?” Kerrigan asked hoarsely, carefully laying Maksim’s remains on the floor. “Okay.”
An icy wind whipped through the room, blowing out the ritual candles, plunging the room into total darkness. 
She could feel Mrs. Price and a few others try to contain her in a circle of their wickedness, but Kerrigan was coated in the blood of a magical creature. The blood of a loved one. 
Nothing the Silver Wives could conjure up in that moment would be strong enough to hold Kerrigan’s will at bay.
“With blood and smoke, a plague of nightmares I invoke,” she chanted harshly, lifting her hands to her face, painting sticky stripes of blood across her cheeks and symbols onto her arms. She licked it off the palm of one hand, then the other, swallowing the bitter metallic taste of death.
“Silver Wives, who tell silver lies, this is where your magic dies. Your charms will rot, your true faces seen, more hideous than you’ve ever been. With lover’s blood and widow’s tears, I curse you!”
Above them, the ground shook and the house shuddered. The glass jars on the dungeon shelves shattered, women shrieked in surprise, and when the shaking finally stopped, Kerrigan got to her feet in a daze. 
There was a loud snap, and all the candles in the dungeon flared to life, once more illuminating the space.
“Well, that was dramatic,” Mrs. Price declared with a cruel laugh. “And you certainly made some noise, little witch, but if you think that pathetic excuse for a curse will—”
The screams that cut through the air were music to Kerrigan’s ears. 
She stood there smirking, surrounded now by the most hideous, wrinkled hags she’d ever seen. 
No amount of makeup, spells, or ‘physical enchantments’ could make them beautiful ever again.




CHAPTER FOUR

“You put a curse on the Silver Wives?” Astrid wheezed in awe filled horror, her hands flying to her mouth.
Kerrigan smirked, recounting the moment when Vivica realized what Kerrigan had done. The vain witch’s beautiful hair had turned gray and stringy; her taut, tan skin dried up, wrinkling and sagging off her bones. 
Big warts and boils appeared all over her, her back bent in a grotesque hunch, her nails chipped and yellowed, teeth blackened and cracked, and her face looked like something out of a zombie movie. 
She’d looked like a shriveled up prune stuffed into a golden dress and fancy shoes.
“Holy Mother of the Gods,” Astrid breathed. “Why didn’t they come after you?”
“I have no idea. I kept expecting them to, but they never did. There were days when I really wished they would have, but I figured they were too busy trying to undo my curse.” 
They sat in silence for a while until Kerrigan forcibly sucked back the tears spilling uselessly down her cheeks.
 “What next?”
Flustered, Astrid hurried to pull another three cards. Kerrigan thought she knew what they indicated, but Astrid tossed out a handful of runes across the table and peeked back into Kerrigan’s empty teacup.
The runes that landed on the constellations or symbols etched into the table-top added a whole other layer of information, combined with the spread of Tarot cards, only someone with Astrid’s ability to see the patterns of the cosmos could decipher the whole story.
“Alright.” Astrid folded her hands over her heart in a familiar gesture that told Kerrigan she was getting some additional insight and taking it, literally, to heart. 
“What’s past is past, and there’s some bad news in your future, some real bad news, and then some good news.”
“Lay it on me,” Kerrigan said, waving her hands in a ‘bring it on’ motion.
“This right here is the struggle you’ve had, trying to summon Maksim’s spirit.” Astrid circled her open hand over an illustration of a skull, with two obsidian runes touching some star constellations beside it. 
“We’re going to come back to that in a minute. This thing you’re doing for the French vampire…” Astrid touched the Sun card, which couldn’t be clearer in reference to Etienne.
“You’ll get the answers he wants, but if you give him his treasure, the balance of the supernatural world will shift so dramatically, it will be felt with the force of a nuclear bomb across the many different factions. If you don’t give it to him… well, either way, be prepared to kill him.”
Kerrigan snorted, hugging her arms around herself with a curl of her lip. 
“Is that the really bad news? Because he’s got Maksim’s rubies, and for that alone, I’m willing to promote him to full dead.”
Astrid gave a short laugh, moving on to the next portion of her reading. “These cards and runes all tell me joy, happiness, rebirth, and life-affirming harmony will come with the resolution of everything you’ve suffered through. This rune, this card, and this constellation confirm your soulmate isn’t far away.”
Kerrigan shook her head sadly, sinking immediately into a dark, hollow place. 
“My soulmate is gone, Astrid. Maksim was it for me.”
Astrid made a waffling motion with her hand. 
“I’m not so sure about that.” 
When Kerrigan made a strangled noise of derision, Astrid gave her a plaintive look. “Bear with me. Something has been blocking the connection, either on his end or yours, which is why you haven’t been able to pull Maksim’s spirit to you. I think I can help you with that, but we have to do it tonight.”
Kerrigan’s heart practically flew out of her chest, anger forgotten. There wasn’t even a hint of hesitation on her part. 
“I’m in. What do you need?”
Astrid shook her head and gestured at the back door of her shop. 
“Just a few things from the storeroom and a bit of muscle. I’ll call Abel.”
Tongue tied in knots, Kerrigan just sat there while Astrid cleaned up and called their friendly neighborhood enforcer and put him on speaker. Able picked up after one ring, a growl in his voice. 
“Woman, this better be an emergency.”
“No one’s dead or dying, but Kerrigan and I are going to need some help tonight.” Astrid picked up Kerrigan’s teacup, pondering its mysteries before rinsing it out in the sink.
“Fuck me. What now?” he demanded roughly. “You do remember I’m on Tynan’s payroll, not yours, right?”
“Mmhm,” Astrid answered with a chipper hum. “If you’re too busy, I’m sure Ilex’s boys can handle it. Sorry to bother you, hon.”
Kerrigan snickered at the well-placed barb. Abel had a soft spot for Ivy after what she’d done to bring Reece back, and that day in the meadow, his lions all messed up and bleeding, he’d had to watch Ilex’s big, muscle-strapped warriors carry the girls back to the house because the lions had been too weak to do it.
Muttering curses under his breath, Abel finally heaved an irritated growl, sounding extremely put upon. 
“What’s the problem?”
Astrid giggled sweetly, jars clinking in the back. 
“Kerrigan has been struggling with something from her past, and I’m gonna need you to sit around and watch out for us while we work some magic. Nothing too strenuous. I’d say you and two others would be more than enough to handle the job. I’ll even throw in some freshly made peppermint bark and hot cocoa.”
“When and where?” Able grumbled.
“The stargazing deck at sundown. Bring your boys, come furry.”
Able was silent for a minute, seemingly undisturbed when he asked if he needed to bring supplies to kill a vampire and burn the body after. 
Kerrigan assumed Reece or Doyle had confided in their team leader that she was having vampire issues.
“Not tonight. I just need you to sit, keep watch, and make some noise when I tell you to.”
“Fine. We’ll be there.” Abel didn’t even say goodbye.
Astrid beamed, gathering up a few baskets to set on the table. “Excellent. We’ll need a shit ton of candles and the buffalo hide.”
“So what all is this going to involve?” Kerrigan asked, smoothing her hands over the caramel-colored hide.
Astrid shot her a smile and handed over her basket of candles. 
“A spot of astral travel.”
With a skeptical frown, Kerrigan started to roll up the hide. 
“We haven’t done that together since eighth grade, and it didn’t exactly go well. We got as far as the lacrosse team’s locker room before Joseph Luton noticed and threw a spell at us that felt like liquid lightning. I hurt for days afterward.”
Astrid wrinkled her nose, fetching some crystals to add to her basket. “I’ve had a lot of practice since then, and the worst that’ll happen is feeling like the-morning-after-I-drank-an-entire-bottle-of-Tequila-all-by-myself.”
“Oh. Well, if that’s all…” Kerrigan drawled. “Should we wait for Rowena and the others to get back?”
“No. The cards were very clear. We do this tonight or lose the opportunity forever.”
“Tonight it is,” Kerrigan decreed, hefting the basket of candles.
*****
Surrounded by a ring of candles, Kerrigan sat across from Astrid on her wooden stargazing deck. The sun had just set, and slowly the stars overhead came into view. The buffalo hide the two of them sat on kept the chill of the cold ground from touching them, the cloaks they wore held closed with Rowena’s enchanted pins, ensuring they’d stay nice and warm for the duration of their astral projection.
In their beautiful cat forms, Reece and Doyle sat in waiting, watching Astrid set everything up just so. Abel himself crouched on his haunches, completely naked, rubbing his jaw with a deep frown creasing his brow. Kerrigan looked up at the darkening sky, not wanting to see any more of him than she already had.
“I really don’t like this,” he told Astrid for the fifth time.
Astrid gave an impatient huff and set the final candle in place, a tall blue taper inscribed with special symbols. 
“What’s not to like? We’re just going to sit here, close our eyes, and go for a little trip. All you’ve got to do is watch this candle, and if we’re not conscious and aware by the time it melts down here by this line, start roaring to help us find our way back.”
Abel studied the blue pillar skeptically, and whatever he meant to say turned into a growl when something caught his eye. 
Kerrigan followed his gaze toward the treeline. Ivy’s brother leaned against the trunk of a huge oak, watching them impassively.
Ilex inclined his head when Kerrigan smiled at him, taking it as an invitation to approach. Half witch and half forest god, the self-deposed Fae prince was a sight to see.
Astrid always seemed to shine a bit when the sun went down, but Ilex positively shimmered. Part of it was due to the smooth, creamy whiteness of his flesh; the rest was completely due to his magical nature.
To look at him—all lean muscle and graceful movements, like a powerful stag having taken human form—was to feel the unmistakable tug of lust low in her belly. 
He was beautiful in a completely masculine way, with fiery red hair, piercing green eyes filled with sexual promise, and a deep, warm tranquility that made people gravitate toward him as though he were the sun itself.
“Pardon my intrusion, I felt your magic moving through the wood and came to see what was going on.” 
Even his voice was pitched to wet panties, resonant and pure, with the barest hint of a Gaelic lilt.
Abel pushed to his feet, encouraging Kerrigan to look straight up at the sky when he set his hands on his hips. 
“Nothing that concerns you, you perverted voyeur.”
Ilex’s laugh was a tangible thing that made Kerrigan’s nipples pebble and an involuntary ripple of pleasure slither between her legs. 
“Says the bare-arsed exhibitionist.”
“I am a shifter!” Abel declared hotly. “It’s perfectly natural to be naked with the pride, and I’ll have you know—”
“Gentlemen,” Astrid sang sweetly, interrupting Abel before he got on a roll about how great it was to be a nudist. “Kerrigan and I have things to do, and starlight is wasting. Ilex, you’re welcome to stay and watch if you zip up your magic. Abel, stop waving your dick around. We all know it’s a monster.”
Abel’s glare lost a bit of heat at what he no doubt took as a compliment, and after a few minutes, a honey-colored lion stood in the frost covered grass on all four paws. 
Ilex hummed under his breath, inhaled, and the burn of arousal faded from one moment to the next, allowing Kerrigan to take an easy breath.
Incredibly observant, Ilex didn’t miss the way her shoulders eased down from around her ears. 
“My apologies, Kerrigan. I didn’t mean to cause you discomfort.”
“No need to apologize,” she assured him with a quick smile. “It’s been a strange day, and I’m not shielding like I should be.”
His fey eyes searched her face for a moment before he gave another regal nod, crossing his ankles and lowering himself down to meet the knot of roots that burst up from the soil to provide a seat for him.
“I will not interfere, but I feel oddly compelled to stay.”
“That’s fine,” Astrid said, rolling up her sleeves with a flick of her wrists. “Tonight isn’t a night for ignoring instincts. Except you,” she told Abel, pointing at him with a stern finger when his ears perked forward. 
“You hush until it’s time to roar.”
Abel gave a leonine chuff but went to lay beside Reece and Doyle. Astrid took a deep breath and waved her hand over the blue candle to light the wick. “Back to back.”
Kerrigan nodded and turned around, leaning against Astrid, sitting Indian style with her hands resting on her knees. 
Astrid instructed her on how to breathe, painting an image with her voice to help Kerrigan slip into a meditative state, relaxed and open to Astrid’s magic.
Kerrigan wasn’t used to someone else driving the supernatural bus, but Astrid’s guiding hand was deceptively powerful. 
Kerrigan felt the pop of her consciousness separating from her body, like a piece of bubble-gum being snapped, when Astrid gently captured her astral form to take them both flying.
It was a first for her, and Kerrigan hadn’t expected to be floating above her own body with Astrid’s shining figure right beside her, glowing like a star in the deepening darkness. 
Astrid smiled, her shine brightening to the point where Kerrigan had to squint her non-coporeal eyes.
“Okay?” Astrid asked.
“I think so. This time is definitely different from our eighth grade expedition.” Kerrigan waved her hands out in front of her and watched vapor trails form in front of her. “It’s usually a lot darker, mistier when I go hunting for spirits.”
“That’s because you travel through the spirit realm,” Astrid agreed, moving around Kerrigan like she was ice skating. “We’re surfing through the cosmos right now. Focus on staying right here with me; I’m going to check over your astral body for any blockages or damage.”
“Wouldn’t I know if it was there?”
“Not necessarily. Arms up.” Kerrigan obeyed, feeling cool tingles where Astrid moved her hands just above Kerrigan’s arms. 
“Sometimes it’s blatantly obvious. Phantom pains where you haven’t hurt yourself, bruises on your physical body that show up for no reason, or when you try to cast but can’t channel the magic like normal.
“Sometimes, it’s not obvious. Sometimes, it’s a side effect of our spells; sometimes we take on damage from energy our clients put out, and sometimes, the evil is so concentrated it leaves a psychic bruise on your soul.”
Astrid made a full circle all the way around Kerrigan; the cool tingles focused on Kerrigan’s left cheek.
“Found it.” Astrid leaned in almost like she was going to give Kerrigan a kiss, but stopped after a minute of examination and raised her hands to Kerrigan’s face. 
“Don’t panic. You’ll be violently jerked back into your body. It hurts like a bitch, so just breathe for me.”
“Well, tell me what it looks like!” Kerrigan squealed, pissed to have been tagged, presumably by Vivica or one of the other Silver Wives. 
There was a lot Kerrigan didn’t remember about leaving their compound after throwing down her curse.
Her parents were the ones to get her out; they’d taken her to some cheap motel off the main road and left her there with a fat stack of cash, too scared the Wives would be coming after them, saying it was best they split up and Kerrigan go back to school where she would be protected by Haggara’s boundary spells.
Kerrigan hadn’t seen or spoken to her parents since that day.
“It’s faint. A vague handprint shape,” Astrid answered, distracted as the pressure of the tingling on Kerrigan’s face increased. “Like a scar that’s gotten smooth with age and packed with magic. It probably happened when that hag slapped you; the violent energy left something of a burn mark behind. Or maybe it was intentional. I don’t know.”
Kerrigan remembered the slap that knocked her to the ground vividly. 
“I’ve never noticed anything abnormal on my face. No bruises or pain, no weirdness…”
“I don’t know that you would, honey. It feels like raw, unhinged sadness that I imagine only flared up whenever you were thinking about Maksim. It’s a special kind of evil, making you feel worse about what happened, keeping the emotions fresh as the day it happened. A lesser witch might have gone down a seriously dark road. I’m going to try and peel it off; you might feel some pressure. Close your eyes.”
Kerrigan obeyed, but Astrid’s glow only got brighter as she worked. 
“Okay, done. Breathe, girl.”
Kerrigan hadn’t realized she was holding her breath, and for a good long while, she couldn’t see anything but blinding white spots dancing across her vision. 
Kerrigan reached up to cover the spot on her face that throbbed slightly, trying to gauge whether or not she felt any different.
“Now what?”
“Now, I want you to think about Maksim.” Astrid’s glow intensified with her smile until she looked like she’d swallowed the moon. “We’re not going to hunt his spirit the way you’re used to doing; we’re going to try something different. Tell me what he smelled like, how you felt when you heard him laugh, what it was like to hold his hand.”
Kerrigan gave a ready nod, opening herself to the flow of memories. “He smelled so good, like cognac and warm amber. I always accused him of wearing cologne. He swore he didn’t, that it was just the soap he preferred from this place in Venice. Vampires are insanely habitual, almost obsessively sticking to a brand or a smell they remember from their life before.
“He was serious so much of the time it was always a shock to hear him laugh. He made heads turn when he let loose, and it wasn’t some stilted chuckle. He laughed from his gut, and it lit up his whole face. The first time we held hands… I remember his palm was cold. It didn’t put me off, but I commented on it, and from then on Maksim offered me his elbow first. His hand was never cold again.”
“The more you tell me about him, the sweeter he seems.” Astrid sighed warmly.
Kerrigan managed to smile, missing him with every molecule. 
“He loved the opera, the elegant illusion and the intimacy of it. He took me on my eighteenth birthday.”
Astrid’s soft laughter made a shower of sparks flare out around her. 
“A special night?”
“For every reason, except what you’re thinking.”




CHAPTER FIVE



Haggara, Kerrigan’s 18th birthday…
“Witch, I know it’s your birthday, but one of these days you’re gonna tell us about this guy who keeps sending you flowers and jewelry.”
Juliet’s blunt words made Kerrigan come up short just inside the door of the dormitory bedroom they shared with four other girls. 
Juliet was sprawled out on her twin bed, her cotton-candy pink shirt, yellow pants, and acid green boots clashing violently with her turquoise and crimson paisley bedspread.
She had books spread open in front of her, her chin perched on her fist as she pointedly looked from the bouquet of black dahlias in a cut crystal vase on Kerrigan’s bedside table to the gift box beside it.
The sight of the flowers made Kerrigan’s heart flutter wildly, and her cheeks flame with a mix of embarrassment and happiness. 
Twice a year, for the last two years, she had received a vase of dahlias that weren’t truly black so much as a deep, dark maroon, and a gift. On her birthday, and on May 19th, the night Kerrigan broke into a tomb to summon a spirit for a class project and met a vampire.
Maksim promised it would be a lifetime tradition, and Kerrigan would have reciprocated, she wanted to, but he didn’t remember the exact day of his birthday and would never tell her where he was so she could send him the gifts she bought for him.
So, her birthday became their birthday, and they celebrated together.
He sent her other presents and flowers randomly throughout the year, things he’d seen on his travels and thought she would like. 
Rare herbs for her spells, flawless crystals, beautiful hand-drawn Tarot cards, black gloves made of the finest lace, a golden pair of scissors with finger holes made to look like a skull, a hair stick topped with bat wings, a box of black chocolate skulls filled with raspberry cream, a shirt that said, ‘Practice Safe Hex,’ and a moonstone pendulum just to name a few.
Excitement shivered through her as she crossed the room to brush her fingertips across the soft blossoms, her belly whirling like a cyclone because after months of waiting, she would finally get to see him tonight.
“Well, what’d your secret admirer send this time?” Juliet demanded, books thumping loudly to the floor as she bounced on her bed.
Kerrigan put down her own books and carefully peeled back the silky black paper, opening the large, flat box. Nestled inside on a bed of black velvet was a stunning necklace.
As all vampires had a toxic allergy to silver, the pea-sized beads had to be made of platinum. A Y-shaped chain was gorgeous, a jet black stone the size of her thumbnail connected the three strands at the center, and a matching black spear dangled from the end of the Y.
When Kerrigan lifted it out, she was surprised by the heaviness of the piece. It felt wonderful on her skin, cool, and she smiled to see the onyx spike came to rest perfectly between her breasts.
“Damn, girl.” Juliet whistled appreciatively, suggestively waggling her hot pink eyebrows. “What did you do for platinum and diamonds?”
Kerrigan felt a little dizzy when Juliet brought it to her attention that the stones weren’t onyx at all. Awed by the clearly expensive gift, her fingers played down the polished beads to the long diamond drop.
“I didn’t do anything!”
“Uh-hu, shurrrrre,” Juliet drawled dubiously, adding a lascivious wink for good measure. “You gonna go see him tonight?”
Kerrigan nodded, but that was all the information she was prepared to share with her friend. Juliet was the absolute best, but she couldn’t keep a secret to save her life. 
If she learned Kerrigan was being courted by a vampire, it would be all over the school and flying with the speed of darkness straight into her parents’ ears.
Kerrigan was going to tell them. Eventually. Hopefully, after Maksim gave her his blood to seal their mating bond, but lately, Mother had been hounding Kerrigan to participate in a Pairing Ritual. 
Something Kerrigan wanted desperately to avoid and needed to discuss with Maksim, because Mother wasn’t going to let it go.
“You gonna wear the little black dress or the little black dress?” Juliet teased, playfully reaching out to flick the gem flirting with Kerrigan’s cleavage.
“It’s A black dress, but it’s nicer than the usual. We’re going to the opera tonight in the city.”
“The city! Are you planning on getting laid for your birthday?” Juliet asked with a hopeful leer. She even went so far as to rub her hands together gleefully.
Kerrigan blushed clear to the roots of her hair and hurried into the huge walk-in closet Rowena had magically created for the six of them. 
Kerrigan’s section of the closet was obvious, nothing more than a slew of black outfits and wicked black shoes.
“No-wah!” Kerrigan declared loudly, as she went right for the garment bag keeping the special dress safe.
“Dressing in HOPES of getting laid?”
“NO!” Juliet gave her an arch look that made Kerrigan squirm and finally confess in a rush, “I wouldn’t say no if it happened. But it probably won’t. He’s the epitome of a gentleman. I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted to wait until after we’re married.”
“YOU’RE GETTING MARRIED?” Juliet shrieked, leaping up and down like an insane rabbit, clapping and squealing.
It took Kerrigan a good ten minutes to calm her down enough to speak. “I’m not getting married. I’m just saying I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted to wait.”
Two years since that night in the cemetery, and Maksim hadn’t done anything that could even remotely been misconstrued as inappropriate. 
Not even a hug or a kiss on the cheek. He’d taken her hand and tucked it in the crook of his elbow while they walked, and that was the extent of their physical contact. 
He hadn’t come right out and said it, but Kerrigan knew it was because Maks still thought of her as a child.
Tonight, she was legally an adult, and Kerrigan planned not only to dress like the classy, elegant lady Maksim deserved but to behave like one. 
She’d painstakingly chosen the dress she would wear tonight, not hoping to provoke a wild display of lust from her vampire, so much as silently communicating to him she was ready for whatever came next.
She showered, shaved, buffed, and primped, then blow-dried her hair in record time. Her makeup was softer tonight, less black and more ‘Marilyn Monroe Bedroom Eyes.’ 
Naturally, she slicked her favorite shade of red lipstick on and then twisted her long hair up into a quick up-do.
She picked out a very grown-up pair of high-waisted lace and mesh panties, complete with garter straps, and slid on a pair of whisper-light silk stockings. Juliet said nothing, but her knowing grin spoke loud enough.
Kerrigan’s dress was cut low in the back, strapless, with a pointed sweetheart neckline that perfectly cupped her breasts, and it’s daringly low V left no room for a bra. 
It was an edgy 50’s style, a wiggle dress with folds and pleats that made it look like the upside-down flute of a flower and gave her the perfect hourglass figure.
On went her necklace, earrings, a simple pair of strappy black heels, and she was done. Kerrigan slowly twirled for Juliet. 
“Well?”
Juliet gave Kerrigan a slow once over, her head cocked to the side, eyes narrow, tapping her pursed lips with an orange-tipped finger.
“If you don’t get laid tonight, he’s gay.”
Secretly thrilled by the idea of finding out what was beneath his sexy suits, Kerrigan rolled her eyes and snatched up her coat and purse, just as the phone alerted that the car Maksim sent had arrived.
“We’re going to the opera and to dinner. That’s it!”
“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” Juliet shouted after her as Kerrigan made her exit. “Which is pretty much means everything is on the table! Or the floor, or whatever!”
It was a long drive into the city, and the entire time Kerrigan couldn’t help but fantasize about where the night could go. About Maksim finally making a move, kissing her, taking her to the place he called home in the city, stripping her bare, sinking his fangs into the skin of her neck…
Jittery and on edge, Kerrigan counted the minutes until the car pulled up in front of the theater. 
In comparison to many of the theaters on Broadway, The Golden Ball wasn’t the largest or the most popular, but considering the throng of elegantly dressed people slowly making their way inside, it was certainly the most glamorous. 
The driver got out to open her door, and she hadn’t put more than a foot outside before the familiar scent of cognac and warm amber caressed her senses.
Maksim’s hand was warm to the touch, which made Kerrigan jealously wonder who he’d fed on tonight, but then he smiled, and she forgot all about the faceless donor that wasn’t her.
“Hello, my little witch.”
After two years, one would have thought that silly greeting spoken in a deep, warm tone would have lost some of its appeal, but nope. 
Every time, Kerrigan blushed so hot, it burned.
“Hello.”
Without taking his navy eyes off her, Maksim spoke to his driver. “Thank you, Sean. I’ll call when we’re ready to leave.”
“My pleasure, sir,” Sean responded jovially. “Enjoy your evening.”
Sean and the car disappeared, but Kerrigan hardly noticed. Maksim always dressed like an influential businessman of means—though she still didn’t know for sure exactly what his business was. Vampire business, but that’s all she got when she asked. 
Tonight, he had on an elegant black suit with silk lapels, a crimson tie, and a snowy white shirt.
He literally couldn’t get any more attractive even if he tried.
Her heart skipped a beat when he lifted her hand to his mouth, and for the very first time, pressed a kiss to her fingertips. It shocked her how such a simple, chaste touch could ignite such a flurry of sensation.
He smiled, no doubt able to hear the surge of her already hammering pulse, but all he said was,
“Happy birthday, love.”
Kerrigan locked her knees to keep from throwing herself at him, glad for the chilly night air that cooled the fever burning through her. 
It wasn’t lost on her how his intense gaze dropped to her mouth when she licked her lips, somehow managing to find her voice.
“Happy birthday. What are we here to see?”
His smile deepened as he drew her against his side and ushered her forward into the throng of people entering the theater. “A French opera, Orpheus and Eurydice. Are you familiar…”
Kerrigan bit the inside of her cheek when he trailed off, having moved behind her to help her out of her coat once inside. 
The attendant cleared her throat politely when Maksim didn’t move, giving Kerrigan a wink when Maksim absently traded Kerrigan’s coat for the ticket the attendant held. 
Like nothing was amiss, Kerrigan took hold of his arm and tugged him forward to keep from holding up the line.
“Are you okay?” she asked, looking up at him as they approached the theater stairs. 
Instead of going up, Maksim steered her out of the way into a softly lit alcove. He towered over her, taking an audible breath as he stared down at her.
“No,” he rumbled, lifting his hand to skim his finger along the chain resting between her breasts, following it up to where her pulse thundered at her throat. 
The barely-there touch sent chill bumps racing across her skin, and the world fell away as she stood there, pinned in place by the intensity of Maksim’s stare. 
“You are… beautiful.”
“Thank you,” Kerrigan whispered back, noticing how his nostrils flared and a muscle in his jaw ticked when she tipped her head slightly to the side, inviting his touch, and more if he so chose. 
“I love my necklace.”
Whatever he would have said was interrupted by the bright flash of a camera. The intrusion completely ruined the absolutely breathtaking moment where Kerrigan really thought that finally, after two years of wanting, Maksim might kiss her. 
Disappointment warred with anger, and Maksim didn’t seem to be any less pleased by the photographer’s untimely arrival.
The young man smiled, completely clueless as to what he’d done, and offered Maksim another ticket stub. 
“Don’t forget to pick up your commemorative photo on your way out! It’s gonna be a good one!”
Maksim turned to put himself between Kerrigan and the photographer, his big hand tightly curled around hers. 
His voice lowered to a hypnotic growl, and the tux wearing man went stiff as a board, like a puppet being jerked on its strings, snared by the power of Maksim’s thrall.
“Delete that photo immediately,” Maksim hissed.
Kerrigan felt a lump settle in her belly. Vampires didn’t like having their photos taken. Something about archives and hunters, a phobia still ingrained despite the fact the world at large was aware of the supernatural community.
Vampire hunting was a frowned upon tradition with hefty fines and extended jail time should a hunter be caught—though it rarely happened as the vampire community did its best to deal with any hunters who popped up to cause problems.
It saddened her, though, to know she’d never have some cheesy photo with the love of her life to put on the wall and admire. 
Not having such a silly thing seemed monumentally important all of a sudden, which made Kerrigan hastily blurt out, 
“Can I see it, just once before he deletes it?”
Maksim ordered the photographer to wait, just in time, and he looked over his shoulder at her with a quizzical frown. Kerrigan folded both her hands around his and gave her angry vampire a tentative smile.
“Please?”
He immediately softened, but not toward the clueless guy standing there like a statue, eyes glassy.
“Show it to her,” Maksim ordered.
Kerrigan peeked around Maksim at the glowing camera screen, unable to help the appreciative sigh that feathered out of her. The photographer was good. Really good. He’d captured the moment perfectly. Kerrigan’s head was tilted, her lips curved in a shy smile as she stared up at Maksim, and his look was… everything.
Bent over her with his knuckles having just curved to stroke the side of her throat, Maksim was looking at her like he’d never seen anything more beautiful than her. 
She saw happiness in his expression, hunger, and the dark, sensual stamp of arousal in the curl of his lips.
Kerrigan could have stared at it for hours, but she only had a moment to burn the image into her mind for eternity. She squeezed Maksim’s hand and looked up at him with a nod.
“Thank you.”
For a few heartbeats, Maksim stared back at her with an unreadable expression. Then, as if deciding something, he stepped toward the photographer and bent his head. 
For a breathless moment, Kerrigan actually thought Maksim was going to feed on the poor man right there in front of her but realized he was only delivering his orders directly into the photographer’s ear.
When Maksim was done, the guy gave a jerky nod and blinked. The animation came back to his features, he smiled, wished them a pleasant evening, and walked off.
Maksim straightened and ran his free hand down his tie with an uncomfortable twitch. 
“I apologize if I frightened you, Kerrigan.”
She kept hold of his hand, wrapping her other around his bicep as she leaned on him. “You could come at me covered in blood, and I wouldn’t be afraid. Let’s go get our seats so I can give you your birthday presents.”
Something moved through his expression that looked slightly painful, but the press of his lips on her forehead was thrilling. 
“Alright.”
He led her up the carpeted stairs to the second floor and down to the far end of a red velvet-lined hallway. 
He smiled at her when she looked up at him in question, lifting his arm to sweep aside a curtain, showing her into their private box for the evening.
It was absolutely beautiful, right next to the stage with a perfect view of the entire theater from the red velvet couch sat perched on a small raised platform, with just enough room for two. 
As Kerrigan rounded the love seat, she spied a low table with an assortment of snacks, wine, and a plate of perfect chocolate covered strawberries.
“You’re determined to turn me into a spoiled brat, aren’t you?” Kerrigan laughed in delight, letting him hand her up onto the platform so she could sit.
“Spoiled? Certainly, but if you become a brat, I’ll put you over my knee for a lesson in manners.”
Maksim was serious, but Kerrigan couldn’t help herself. Deadpan, she responded, “Maksim, that’s the most sexual thing you’ve ever said to me. I approve. This is new territory for us. Will I have you call you, Vladdy?”
His eyes rounded in surprise, and he choked out a tight, “WHAT?”
“My Vlad daddy,” she clarified, struggling to maintain her serious expression, because the look on his face was priceless. 
Half a second later, he threw his head back and roared with laughter.
Without having to look, Kerrigan knew every woman in the theater was staring hungrily at Maksim, wishing with every fiber of their being to be in Kerrigan’s place. 
Kerrigan would never get tired of the way it made her feel to watch him laugh. He could be so serious and intense, to see him come undone with happiness was more valuable to her than the rarest of jewels.
When he quieted, Maksim reached over for her hand and brought her wrist to his mouth, carefully scraping his fangs across the delicate skin. 
He gave her a hooded, undeniably sexy look, chills zooming up her arm to play havoc with her as every word he spoke made his lips move against her throbbing pulse.
“When I have you, Kerrigan, you will say my name.”
Warning! System overload! Immediate explosion of ovaries in three, two, one… “When is when?”
“Soon.” One word. A promise. The need she felt raged white-hot, but Maksim never broke his promises. “We have all the time in the world, little witch.”
Kerrigan sipped in a cool breath of air, resigning herself to the wait. Over the last two years, he’d made it blatantly clear he thought she was worth his time and his patience. 
She could hardly throw that back in his face and brazenly demand he take care of the sexual frustration building up to a feverish boil inside her. 
From the few stolen glances and his behavior downstairs, he was feeling the burn every bit as much as her.
“Can I give you my gifts before the show starts?” Maksim look bewildered and a little flustered when Kerrigan gave him the gifts she’d gathered for him during their time apart. His reaction never failed to thrill her.
“If you wish,” he murmured, still holding her wrist, his thumb making slow sweeps back and forth across her pulse. 
It was a little awkward to open her clutch one-handed, but Kerrigan wouldn’t have pulled away to save her life. Not when he was finally doing more than tucking her hand in the crook of his arm.
Appreciation lit his gaze at the sight of the Mother of Pearl cigar case. He released her arm with a squeeze to take the box, examining it from all angles with dedicated scrutiny. 
“It’s lovely, Kerrigan. Thank you.”
“That’s just the gift box, silly. Your presents are inside,” she told him with a laugh.
“I see,” he replied with a wry quirk of his lips, flipping up the catch and the lid, not bothering to hide his surprise. 
The rectangle ruby was blood red, no wider than a straw, set in the platinum tie bar. The cufflinks matched, all three pieces cut from the same stone.
When he continued to stare at the gems and didn’t immediately say anything, Kerrigan got nervous. 
“A few months ago, I went on a field trip with my class to a gem mine in North Carolina. It took me all day to do it, but I summoned a pretty good-sized ruby up out of the ground. When I took it to a jeweler to be polished, he told me it was perfectly blood red. Naturally, I thought of you and asked him to make something special.”
Her heart clenched when he shook his head slowly, but when he lifted his gaze to hers, the emotion swimming there made her feel ten feet tall.
“This is a priceless gift I will treasure always.”
Glowing with his sincerity, Kerrigan ducked her head. 
“Happy birthday, Maksim.”
“Happy birthday, Kerrigan.”
The lights dimmed, but the glow she felt inside remained. She would remember this night for the rest of her life, and not because it was her birthday or because the opera was so beautiful it made her cry. 
When the house lights came up and Maksim leaned in to wipe the tears from her cheeks with his silk hankie and a gentle smile, the curtain behind them hissed open.
“As instructed, sir,” the photographer from earlier said monotonously, handing Maksim a parcel wrapped in plain brown paper with a nod before disappearing back through the curtain.
“A final gift,” Maksim told her warmly.
Kerrigan took it with a click of her tongue, peeling back the paper even as she asked, “What did you do now?”
The simple black frame held the photo of them downstairs. A perfect moment forever captured in time. 
Vampires didn’t like having photographic evidence of their ageless existence, but because it had pleased her, Maksim was entrusting her with what she was sure was the only photo of him in the entire world.
“The look on your face,” Maksim murmured in amazement, reaching up to slide his fingertip down the slope of her cheek.
Kerrigan couldn’t have stopped herself if she’d wanted to. She leaned over and threw her arms around him, hoping he understood what she couldn’t find the words to say.
He was stiff for a split second before a sigh feathered out of him. He palmed her hair and slid his other arm around her back, resting his cheek against hers as he whispered hoarsely, 
“My most precious heart.”




CHAPTER SIX



Present day, the Astral Plain…
“We loved each other, but I never even kissed him, Astrid. It’s my biggest regret,” Kerrigan confessed as the memory of that night at the opera faded away, looking down at herself when she felt… a tug.
It was different than the feeling she’d gotten before when searching for Maksim’s spirit. When she frowned and touched her sternum, Astrid made a sound of deep satisfaction and took Kerrigan’s hand.
“You’re plugged in, let it pull you where you need to go.” Together, the two of them shot up in a dizzying rush. 
Stars rushed by in a blur; the inky black sky felt like silk against her non-corporeal form, neither cold nor hot.
They could have been traveling between galaxies for all she knew, and from one moment to the next, Kerrigan went from zooming across space and time to standing stock still.
The dungeon was so dark, not even Astrid’s goddess-like glow could penetrate very far. It was utterly silent, not unlike a tomb, but there was definitely a presence lingering deep in the gloom. Kerrigan heard the rattle of chains and a voice that made tears instantly flood her eyes.
“My little witch is here.”
Kerrigan hurtled her astral-body toward that beloved voice, only to bounce back like she’d hit a sliding glass door. Astrid floated up beside her, reaching out to press her palms to the barrier.
“I don’t know what this is,” Astrid confessed with a deep frown, looking over her shoulder when the roar of a lion reverberated through the darkness. 
“That’s Abel. Our time is almost up. We’ve locked in on Maksim’s consciousness, but you have to hurry. Whatever this barrier is… I can’t say if we’re safe here.”
Kerrigan nodded, her hands curling into fists against the invisible barrier, keeping her from passing through the wrought iron bars to where Maksim’s spirit was trapped. 
“Maksim? I’m here; it’s Kerrigan.”
A deep sigh was her immediate answer, and if she squinted, she could just make out the barest outline of her beloved pressed back into a corner. 
“I can feel you. Is it our birthday already?”
“No, not yet.” Her voice trembled as she pushed as close to the barrier as she could. “I’ve been looking for you for so long.”
He spoke as though he hadn’t heard her and didn’t make much sense. “I don’t know if it’s the desiccation eating away at my sanity, but I swear I can smell your perfume this time. Lilacs and jasmine. The air is so stagnant, the stench of rot so thick I can taste it. Where are you, my sweet little witch?”
Kerrigan hammered on the barrier. “I’m here, I’m right here! Maksim! Why can’t he hear me, Astrid?”
Astrid shook her head in confusion and opened her mouth to answer, but Maksim groaned, the chains rattling as he shifted around in the dark.
“It’s a new form of torture, letting me wallow in this agony.” The hoarse, stilted tone of his voice utterly broke her heart. 
Great, tearing sobs wrenched out of her, almost drowning out his slurred words. 
“S’like sand in my veins, hurts to talk, to think. I’m tired, so tired, but there’s no sweet release of sleep, no dreams of you.”
A cacophony of demanding roars surrounded them, and Astrid softly told her it was time to go. Kerrigan struggled to fight the pull of whatever Astrid was doing, but the lions calling to them was an unbelievably powerful force, a riptide she was absolutely helpless to fight.
“I can’t! I can’t leave him like this!”
“I’ll bring you back however many times it takes to pull down this barrier and free his spirit,” Astrid promised, her expression tormented as she held onto Kerrigan’s wrist. 
“If I let you stay here, you won’t be able to find your way back, and you’ll be lost on the astral plane, your body in a coma until you die.”
Kerrigan looked back to the shadowy outline of the man who still held her whole heart, and she didn’t care. So long as it meant she could stay with him.
“Astrid, please. Go.”
“I’m sorry, I can’t.” Astrid latched onto her and pulled, and the sensation Kerrigan felt could only be described as being yanked backward through a knothole at ten thousand miles an hour.
Slamming into her body at full throttle was the second most painful thing she’d ever felt, and Kerrigan didn’t realize she was screaming until she was lifted up into strong arms and the scent of snow-covered evergreen permeated her senses.
A gentle hand stroked the tears off her cheeks and settled on her forehead; the sensation that flowed over and through her was like the spread of warm honey, thick and soothing.
Her eyelids were so heavy, but she opened her eyes and immediately started crying all over again when she saw it was Ilex cradling her and not Maksim. 
The red-haired fae gave her a gentle look of understanding.
“I am not the one you love, but I can soothe your pain.”
“No magic in the world can do that.” She bawled, but the feeling of having had every bone in her body shattered started to ease. 
The less she physically hurt, the more pronounced the renewed heartbreak became. So busy crying all over Ilex, she didn’t realize he’d brought her home until he was tucking her into bed.
Astrid crawled in with her, latching on with arms and legs while the storm of grief raged. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t lose you.”




CHAPTER SEVEN



Astrid really hadn’t been kidding when she said going on their astral trip could potentially end in a hangover of epic proportions if things went wrong. Of course, it hadn’t helped that on top of being forcibly shoved back into her body, Kerrigan had a complete meltdown and cried herself to sleep.
Her eyes were dry and gritty, swollen from crying. Every beat of her heart pumped blood up into her head, her veins throbbing against what felt like a fifty-pound vice cinched down around her brain. 
Her movements were jerky and stilted, so for the most part, she sat still and tried not to gag when Reece set a plate of bacon and eggs down in front of her.
“Pancakes are comin’. You want some coffee?” he asked kindly. Even whispering the word ‘no’ made Kerrigan’s head hurt.
“The tea in the green canister, not coffee,” Astrid said when she came shuffling into the kitchen. 
She didn’t look like she felt much better, and Kerrigan was glad to see she wasn’t the only one who turned a little green around the gills in reaction to the food Reece quickly put out.
The lion enforcer flipped a pancake before looking over his shoulder at them with an intense frown creasing his brow. 
“You’re sure you’re both alright?”
“Nothing some of that tea won’t fix,” Astrid whispered, slipping on a pair of thick sunglasses. 
Kerrigan wanted to snap and snarl at her coven sister. Tea wasn’t going to fix anything, but she didn’t dare speak and add to her agony.
“Alright. Tea, comin’ up. Hey, bro. You need some grub?” Reece’s gruff greeting made Kerrigan carefully glance up to find Ilex leaning in the kitchen doorway wearing a pair of jeans and a dark blue Fisherman’s sweater. 
His bright green eyes bored into her with an intensity that flipped her already queasy stomach, and this time, she couldn’t blame it on his Fae magic.
Ilex came further into the kitchen, bringing the scent of deep forests and snow with him. 
“My thanks, but I do not consume the flesh of animals.”
“You’re vegan?” Reece choked out, looking at Ilex with the most comical look of horrified disgust twisting his face.
Ilex tilted his head to the side curiously. “If that means I do not eat meat or foodstuffs that require the death of an animal, then yes, I am vegan.”
“Vegetarian, but that’s just as bad,” Reece muttered like being a vegetarian was akin to cannibalism. “You’re stacked, man! How do you make muscles eating rabbit food?”
The concept was clearly difficult for Reece to digest, and while he dished up pancakes for everyone, he boiled water for the fragrant tea that did wonders to dull the hammering in her head.
“I am not certain. May I offer my healing services? It will work much faster than your tea.” Ilex looked at Kerrigan with a gentle dip of his chin. Astrid immediately accepted, but Kerrigan couldn’t help thinking about what Maksim’s tormented spirit said last night.
He was in hell. In agony with no relief.
How could she accept healing when it was her fault the love of her life was suffering, even in death?
“Yes, please,” Astrid answered, folding her hand tentatively over Kerrigan’s arm, as though she were scared Kerrigan would lurch away. 
Kerrigan was angry, but not because Astrid had been a loving, loyal sister. 
“Kerrigan is worse off than I am. I jerked her back pretty hard.”
The guilt in Astrid’s voice was just another pain layered on top of all the rest of Kerrigan’s aches. 
“I’m fine.”
Ilex came to her side, making her skin prickle with awareness. It felt so much like the physical symptoms of arousal, confusing because aside from appreciating his beauty, there was no desire to fuel her response.
He lifted his hand, and it might have been the pounding in her head that distorted her vision, but she could have sworn she saw foggy tendrils of pale green mist swirling around his fingertips.
“Clearly, that is an untruth. May I?”
“Uh… sure. Yes. Thank you,” Kerrigan stammered, wondering if it was absolutely necessary for Ilex to tenderly cup her cheeks in both hands or to slowly slide his fingers back into her hair. 
This time, the healing magic that swept through her felt like effervescent peppermint, cool and tingling. When he took his hands away, the only pain Kerrigan felt was emotional.
“Better?” Ilex asked.
Kerrigan forced herself to smile in thanks. “Better.”
He moved on to Astrid after giving her a nod, and Astrid leaned eagerly into his hands with a sigh of relief. 
“Thank you, Ilex.”
“Of course. I would like to understand what happened last night if you would be willing to discuss it.” 
The formality of his speech came from being raised as a prince, the cadence reminding her of Maksim’s bone-deep gentlemanly ways.
Astrid tossed her sunglasses on the table and tucked into her food, seemingly without a problem.
Kerrigan was still feeling queasy, but not because she was physically in pain. The time for keeping her pain and grief to herself had long since passed.
“A long time ago, I was responsible for my mate’s death. I’ve been trying for the past twelve years to summon his spirit, but over and over again, I failed.”
“That wasn’t your fault, Kerrigan,” Astrid said around a mouthful of pancakes. “You definitely had a psychic roadblock put up around you.” To Ilex, Astrid said, “Last night, I took Kerrigan into the astral realm to remove the block, and she was able to sense her man’s spirit.
“When we got to where it’s being held, there was an invisible wall. A barrier that transcended the physical realm into the astral. I’ve never come across anything like it. We couldn’t get through.”
Kerrigan got up and went around to the fridge for some orange juice, finding it easier to talk when she didn’t have to face Ilex. 
She told him everything, even the part about how she’d left Maksim’s spirit to suffer. When Kerrigan finally looked up, it was to see Ilex frowning, and Reece looking more than a little bit disturbed.
“Maksim used the word ‘desiccation?’ You’re certain?” Ilex asked with a thoughtful frown.
“One hundred percent. Why?” Kerrigan sat down because her knees felt a little rubbery.
Ilex sat across from her, picking up a fork to spear up some syrup-drenched pancake, taking the time to thoroughly chew and swallow before answering. 
“This is delicious—”
“Ilex, don’t change the subject. Whatever it is, just tell me.”
The former prince gave a slow nod, giving her the courtesy of looking directly at her. “Did you know that vampires are cousins of the Fae?”
“Never heard that before,” Reece grunted, stabbing at the big pile of bacon.
She hadn’t either. “I’ve done a lot of research on vampires, but that information wasn’t in any of the books I read.”
“I doubt it would be,” Ilex commented, pausing to take another bite of food. 
Impatience nipping at her heels, her fingers tightened around her fork, contemplating driving the tines onto the back of his hand to hurry him up. 
Kerrigan really thought about it, but stabbing Ilex would very likely upset Ivy.
“It’s a well-kept secret, as is the true hardiness of vampire kind. You see, the first vampire was in fact an Unseelie Fae. He was extremely difficult to kill, close to impossible, and this is a trait he passed on to his offspring.
“The vampire council cleverly and carefully propagated the myth that a stake or blade to the heart was the only way to kill a vampire. They wrote the manuals and novels that explained the various methods used to kill a vampire.
“As I understand, it was a tactic to identify vampire hunters. The rumor purposefully spread in hopes that should a vampire and his clan be discovered and these fraudulent methods of execution utilized, they might later be revived by their brethren.
“A few hunters here and there were overly cautious and took further steps to ensure their victim would never rise again, but not many. The truth has been a carefully kept secret since the creation of the species.”
The taste of bile crept up the back of Kerrigan’s throat as the implication of all that information started to sink in. 
“What are you saying?”
With a sharp clink, Ilex put his fork down and pinned her in place with his vibrant green eyes. 
“Desiccation is a word used to describe a vampire who has gone so long without blood, his body essentially mummifies. If the desiccation is prolonged, the vampire falls into a state of hibernation.
“Even after decades of desiccation, a vampire can be revived, but it is a difficult process that requires an older, stronger vampire, and copious amounts of blood. The only way to truly kill a vampire is decapitation and incineration of both head and body, separately. ”
Kerrigan tried and failed to force her lips to form words, and when she finally managed to speak, her voice was a hoarse, stilted whisper. 
“Are you telling me Maksim has been alive all this time?”
“From what you described of his death and what you heard in your astral form, it is… possible.” Ilex delivered his news gently, but it still felt like a bomb went off inside her. She looked down, expecting to see a red, gaping hole in her chest.
Astrid had been conspicuously quiet for the entire conversation, which was as good a confirmation of the truth as any. 
Kerrigan staggered to her feet and stumbled out of the kitchen and out to the veranda. The icy wind slapped at her cheeks; her lungs burned as she struggled to pull in deep breaths, the world around her spinning in a blanket of white as she tried to make sense of her memories and what Ilex told her.
Maksim… alive?
She didn’t realize anyone had come to her until Abel and Doyle appeared on either side of her, both of them talking over one another to try and decipher what her problem was and why she was standing out in the bitter wind, barefooted in her pajamas.
Kerrigan didn’t struggle when they brought her back inside. She didn’t even look up until one of them picked her up to put her on the counter, wrapping a blanket around her shoulders while the other hastily wiped the snow off her bare feet and found socks from the laundry for her.
“I swear, if you did something to hurt her, you fairy fucker, I’m gonna rip your goddamn arms off and shove them up your ass!” Abel roared.
“No,” she said, but her chest was so tight, there was no sound. Kerrigan tried again, barely able to squeak out a whisper.
Calmer and more observant than most of the lions she’d met, Doyle ducked his head to catch her gaze. 
“Kerrigan?”
“He’s alive, and I left him there.” Saying it out loud shattered something fragile inside of her. 
The tears rushed back to blind her, and without looking, Kerrigan launched herself off the counter with a sob.
The socks on her feet caused her to slip and slide across the wood floors, and on the stairs, she had to use hands and feet to propel herself forward, bursting through her half-open bedroom door to grab at random things her panicked brain told her she would need and threw them into her satchel.
She pulled on a pair of pants beneath her gray sleep shirt, hopped into her winter boots, threw on her coat, and shoved a beanie on. 
Kerrigan was in the process of upending every item on her desk in a crazed rush to find her damn car keys when three lions, a tired witch, and a fairy prince invaded her room.
“Kerry, what are you doing?” Astrid asked, bending down to scoop up Kerrigan’s keys from where they’d fallen off her nightstand. 
When Kerrigan heard the familiar jangle, she turned and lunged for them, only to have Astrid snatch them behind her back. 
“Kerrigan, talk to us.”
It took too much effort to speak, her heart racing faster than a derby winning horse.
“KEYS!” she shouted, making Astrid jump and thrust them forward with wide, startled eyes. Kerrigan immediately felt bad for snapping and went in for a quick hug. “I’m sorry. I have to go. I need to… I need to make sure.”
“We’ll help you,” Astrid declared.
Kerrigan shook her head wildly, not wanting someone as bright and beautiful as Astrid to descend into hell with her. 
“If we both go, there won’t be anyone to keep the shop open for Rowena.”
Astrid narrowed her eyes, no doubt about to call Kerrigan on that lame-ass excuse, but Ilex piped up, “I will go with Kerrigan.”
“Us too,” Reece interjected roughly, jerking his chin in Doyle’s direction. “We’ll look after Kerrigan, Astrid. You stay here and hold down the fort.”
Astrid clearly looked torn, but after a quiet moment, she settled with a nod. “Okay. Where are you going?”
The very last place on earth she wanted to go. 
“Vermont.”
*****
Kerrigan sat in the back seat of Doyle’s huge truck with a cooler of bagged blood Doyle had acquired on the way, picking the polish off her fingernails, knee bouncing up and down, checking her watch every five seconds. She didn’t ask how he knew the kid who’d met them in a grocery store parking lot to make the handoff.
It was only a three-hour drive from the coven house to the Silver Wives mansion in Vermont. 
When she’d punched the address into the GPS in the dash, Ilex couldn’t help but gently remind her he’d already been to the mansion, leading the fairy band of warriors responsible for slaughtering the black coven.
“Are you certain that’s where we’ll find your vampire?”
Kerrigan shot him a nasty look. “Maksim. His name is Maksim, and no, I’m not sure he’s there. But it’s the last place I saw him, it’s where I left him, and none of the Fae, except for you, would have been able to get past the iron-strapped doors to the dungeon downstairs. So unless you’re about to tell me you went down there and didn’t see anything…?”
Ilex shifted in his seat, a dead giveaway of his discomfort, and Kerrigan’s brows shot clear up to her hairline. 
“Several of the coven attempted to flee where they thought we couldn’t reach. I did go down into the heart of their evil, and I found many hideous creatures down there, but no vampires.”
“We’re still going,” Doyle stated firmly, glancing up into the rearview to meet Kerrigan’s stare. “If Maksim was there, Reece and I can sniff him out. If he’s not, at least it’s a place to start.”
Kerrigan hadn’t ever been so grateful for the loyalty of lions.
Two hours later, Doyle turned down the driveway and stopped only a hundred feet in. He folded his arms over the steering wheel and leaned forward, turning to look back at her.
“You sure this is the place? It looks like no one’s been here in a decade, at least.”
Kerrigan frowned, lifting her arm to wave at the road ahead. “What are you talking about? The gate is wide open.”
Reece shook his head, waving his fingers back and forth in front of him. “There are trees down, moss growing over everything. No way are we getting through in the truck.”
“I too see that the way is clear,” Ilex stated, looking rather perplexed. “Perhaps another witch has come to lay claim on the land? I feel magic that is not Fae.”
Kerrigan dismissed the idea with a hum. “It’s possible, but it’s more likely the state council concealed the location to keep out curious humans. It’s just visual; I can drive us through—”
“Fat chance. I’ve seen the way you drive, girly.” Doyle grunted, throwing the truck back into gear. “Tell me where to go.”
It was an expression of immense trust on Doyle’s part to blindly drive straight into what his eyes told him was a tangle of trees, but he did it—slowly—until they passed through the illusion to the other side.
The house stood like a castle amid a wintry landscape gone wild. They all got out when Doyle parked, a shiver working its way through her as the echo of violence, evil, and death settled on her like a blanket of snow.
“Damn,” Reece growled, waving his hand in front of his face as though he’d inhaled the most heinous stench known to man. “That is some stank!”
Ilex lifted his face to the wind. “I smell nothing but the winter air.”
Doyle visibly shuddered, scraping his hand down his face. “That’s because your olfactory system is for shit. Black magic lingers for years, man. It leaves the smell of raw sewage and rancid blood behind.”
Reece gagged, accepting Kerrigan’s offer to splash some peppermint oil on a tissue for him. 
Doyle took one as well and fetched the cooler, both lions bravely following her up to the front door. It was obnoxiously ornate, scrolling iron and glittering glass.
A whisper of sound caught her attention, and Kerrigan looked over to see a huddle of ghosts staring at her from the other side of the hedgerow. 
Men and women of all races and ages, about twenty of them—all with their major arteries slashed open—stood silently staring at her with dull, expectant expressions. 
She swallowed thickly, wondering if they would help her or swarm her in a malevolent rage if she reached out to speak to them.
“Kerrigan? Is something wrong?” Ilex asked, stepping into her peripheral, clearly not seeing what she was seeing.
“There’s just a lot of ghosts here. Victims of the wives.”
Doyle made a high pitched noise that did not sound like something a lion ought to make. 
“Ghosts? How many? Where?”
“Don’t be a pussy,” Reece told his partner. “They can’t hurt you.”
Kerrigan didn’t think it was wise to inform Reece or Doyle that was absolutely not true. None of the ghosts were attempting to speak or to come closer, and Kerrigan wasn’t in a position to promise them any kind of help. 
Maksim needed her more than they did right now, and it wasn’t her job to clean up the Silver Wives’ mess.
“I can bust it in,” Reece offered when she continued to stand there and stare, his voice thick from having stuffed two pieces of peppermint soaked tissues up his nose.
“No need,” Kerrigan muttered, her cheeks heating with shame as she reached out and curled her hand around the knob. 
The lock instantly clicked, allowing her to open the doors without so much as a squeak of sound. The shifters might be able to smell the Wives’ lingering wickedness, but the mansion looked pristine.
It felt like walking into a meat locker, her breath fogging in front of her face. Her skin crawled as her boot heels clicked across the marble floors, following a path she’d taken a thousand times in her mind over the last few hours.
The iron banded door was gone, the entryway to the basement no more than a gaping black hole, like a rotten tooth that had been pulled. More ghosts waited and watched from the other end of the hallway, bloody and pale.
The last time she’d been here, she’d only seen one or two peeking around the doorframes, probably too afraid to be seen by any of the Wives. Now, they packed the place like sardines. 
Her stomach was a boiling cauldron of fearful hope and raw, bitter disgust for what had been done in this place.
“Do you see any more ghosts?” Doyle asked, throwing furtive glances around.
“Lots, but they’re not interested in you,” Kerrigan murmured sadly, wondering where all their bodies were buried. “The dungeon is down there.”
“Let us go down first.” Reece pushed past her to fearlessly march into the darkness. 
Doyle was hot on his heels, and with a glance up to Ilex—who looked on placidly, calm as the day was long—Kerrigan followed. 
As she passed the threshold, the torches on the walls burst into flame, one after the other. 
“What the fuck?” Doyle practically squealed, a good twenty feet ahead of her on the stairs, still plunged in darkness.
Kerrigan swallowed audibly, clenching and unclenching her hands as one of her most terrible fears was confirmed. 
“It’s alright. The house… knows me.”
“What? Cause you’re a witch?” Reece asked, pausing at the bottom of the stairs, holding his hand up for her to wait as his predator’s eyes scanned for any signs of life. 
After convincing her heart to settle back into her chest where it belonged, Kerrigan started her descent into the most hellish place she knew.
When she hit the bottom, every torch in the circular room flared to life, one after the other with a rapid fire hiss and whoosh. 
It was exactly as she remembered it, minus the ritual candles and the terrible sight of Maksim hung like a piece of meat from the far wall.
“I stabbed the love of my life through the heart, right over there,” Kerrigan whispered, clutching the strap of her satchel as her feet carried her forward to the flat stone altar, momentarily taken back to that night. 
“The blood sacrifice was enough to make me a member of the Silver Wives, but I technically made it official when I used some serious black magic to curse the coven. Obviously, I refused to have any affiliation, and the curse I put on them ensured they wouldn’t ever claim me as one of theirs.”
She shook off the memories and spun in a slow circle, searching the blackened corners for any sign that Maksim was here somewhere. 
There were still shelves with jars of body parts; candles sat on every flat surface, putting off a faint smell of fetid burning fat. Kerrigan saw the wispy form of a ghost wearing a football jersey. He couldn’t be any older than seventeen.
He looked at her with a sad, drawn expression on his young face and pointed to what looked like a solid wall. Her heart leaped with hope when she remembered there had been an archway there in the dark. Another cell.
“Over here! He’s over here!” She shouted as she rushed forward.
“Stop!” Ilex grabbed her around the waist and jerked her back a step, bringing her back against his hard chest, surrounding her in his woodsy scent. 
“There is the faintest glow of power on the floor. I don’t like the look of it.”
Kerrigan followed the direction he pointed to, and sure enough, a sickly yellow line of something was etched into the floor. 
“Thanks.”
“Of course,” Ilex murmured, slowly letting her go.
She rummaged around in her satchel for a few jars and potions, along with a bone knife. Kerrigan crouched down and dipped the blade into her potions. 
“This must be the same barrier Astrid and I came up against when we traveled here.”
It had to be. Which meant Maksim was back there, chained and suffering. Kerrigan knelt on the dusty, dirty floor and set the tip of her knife to the edge of the barrier, jerking her hand back when the bone immediately began to deteriorate.
“Would that have happened to your skin if you touched whatever the hell that is?” Doyle asked in astonishment.
Kerrigan nodded, pulling a few more potions and some herbs from her bag. “Probably. This might take a minute.”
She specialized in breaking curses and hex’s; this stupid barrier wasn’t going to keep her from Maksim.
“We ain’t got nowhere to be,” Reece told her.
“Take your time,” Ilex encouraged. “Be safe.”
“But hurry up if you see any more ghosts,” Doyle ordered, casting furtive glances around the gloomy dungeon.
Kerrigan poured her own concoction of nullifying powder into her hand, blowing a stream of air across her palm to spread it across the barrier. 
A glowing web, the color of puss, flared to life in front of her, and she hurried to find the right thread.
 It took her long enough that the powder began to lose its potency, but just in the nick of time, she found a tiny knot and lifted her hand, palm flat and hovering just above it, using her energy to shape an invisible needle that siphoned the power away from the wicked spell.
The pain came slowly, a gradual burning sensation that intensified the longer she pushed her will into the sickly yellow web. 
It started with a mild irritation along her palm and quickly escalated to what she imagined a third-degree burn would be.
“Kerrigan, you’re crying. What’s wrong?” Reece squatted beside her, his blond hair falling over his shoulders in frothy waves.
She shook her head and gritted her teeth, sure if she let go now, it would only make the web that much stronger. The more it hurt, the more the web weakened. 
“I’m fine. Almost there.”
Trickles of cold sweat rolled down her spine; her hand felt like it was coated in acid now, her stomach threatening to revolt if it didn’t stop soon. 
Kerrigan’s eyes pinched shut, her body swaying back and forth as she struggled to hold on.
The final thread snapped free with an audible pop, but not before delivering one last blow: a fiery slap right to Kerrigan’s exposed face that knocked her sideways into Reece’s arms. 
Unprepared, they both went sprawling to the ground, and seconds later, she had three concerned men leaning over her, asking her if she was okay.
Doyle helped her sit up, watching her with laser focus when she cradled her burning hand to her chest, wiping the sweat off her brow with the other. 
Kerrigan nodded with the intent to say she’d live, but the scrape of chains on stone and a deep groan that sounded like someone trying to say her name made her freeze in place.
She couldn’t see inside the pitch-black hole, but even cracked and dry, she would recognize Maksim’s voice anywhere. “He’s alive! Maksim, it’s Kerrigan. I’m here!”
She scrambled to her feet, rushing forward, without a care for her safety, toward the metal bars stretched across the arched opening. 
Again, she was caught around the waist and hauled back just before her fingers could close around the bars.
“Don’t,” Doyle rasped, cinching his arm around her tighter when she struggled. “Don’t get any closer.”
“What the hell is wrong with you? Let me go!” Kerrigan slapped at his arm, kicking her feet when Doyle actually lifted her up to move her back a step.
Reece stepped into her line of sight, his tanned skin pale and tight as he stared into the darkness and then looked at her with wide, hollow eyes. 
“Kerrigan… the thing that’s in there… honey, it’s bad. It’s really bad.”
“I swear to the Goddess, if you don’t let me go right now, I’ll see to it there’s a ghost mouth breathing at the end of your bed for the rest of your life!”
She twisted and thrashed, but Doyle’s arm might as well have been a steel beam. 
Reece opened his mouth to say something, but the chains scraped again, and Maksim made a huge effort to speak.
“Kerry…gan—”
Her lip wobbled to hear how raw and dry his beautiful voice sounded; tears spilled down her cheeks. 
“I’m here, Maksim. I’m right here.”
“Don’t… come… N’safe.”
Ilex had thus far been silent, peering into the darkness with his lips pinched tightly together, his eyes narrowed to slits. 
“Kerrigan, do you recall what we discussed this morning about desiccation?”
“Yes,” she whispered, her entire body quaking with a flood of adrenaline and emotion.
“What’s happened to your… to Maksim, is worse than I could have possibly imagined.”
“What are you saying?” Kerrigan hiccupped, still trying to pry Doyle’s arm from around her.
Ilex took a breath as though bracing himself, nodding toward the shadowy recesses of Maksim’s cell. 
“The blood we brought will not be enough. He needs living blood from several donors, and whoever we procure to feed him is unlikely to survive the experience.”
“No, Maksim isn’t like that. He wouldn’t—”
Ilex cut Kerrigan’s vehement protest short with a gentle wave of his hand. 
“Kerrigan, no matter how gentle a being you have known him to be, he is still a vampire. A predator. A starving, emaciated predator in untold pain. The moment someone with a beating heart and a body filled with blood is within reach, he will not have the strength to control himself.”
She heard what he was trying to tell her, but she didn’t care. Kerrigan wasn’t leaving this basement without Maksim, and no one was going to die. 
“He doesn’t have to. I can come up with something. I brought supplies; I know so many spells that I can use to help—”
“Sweet girl,” Ilex sighed. “You have exhausted yourself. Your magic is not strong enough to hold him right now. You do not understand—”
The pain in her hand was nothing compared to the searing burn of anger that lit up her insides. 
“No, you don’t understand. He’s in there, suffering because of me. He’s been in there for the last twelve years because I left him. I will do whatever I have to today to get him out, and nothing you say is going to stop me. You said you came to help me, so stop giving me doom and gloom and help me!”
“Or—Orph…ee-us.” Maksim wheezed, the sound like two pieces of sandpaper rubbing together.
In a very bird-like manner, Ilex tilted his head to the side. 
“Orpheus? What is, Orpheus?”
“It’s a Greek myth about a man whose woman died and went to hell,” Doyle said from behind her. “He did everything in his power to get her out, even went to hell himself to get her spirit. The guy in charge down there said fine, Orpheus could have his woman, Eurydice, and if they made it out, she’d be alive and well again, but there were conditions.
“Orpheus had to lead the way up out of hell, but he couldn’t look back. He couldn’t look at Eurydice, and she didn’t make a sound all the way up along the path. He freaked out that he was being tricked, so, two feet from the door, he turned around to look. She’d been with him the whole way, but because he couldn’t take not knowing, Eurydice was yanked back to hell, lost to Orpheus forever.”
Reece gave his buddy a look that was both shocked and amused. “You read? That’s so… cute.”
“Fuck you, dude.”
An oversimplified explanation of a tragic tale, but good enough to get the gist. Kerrigan’s breath hitched on a sob, but his message was clear. 
“He’s being ridiculous, but what he means is, he doesn’t want me to look at him.”
“Sweetheart, trust me, you don’t want to see him like this,” Reece told her with a shake of his head.
The laugh Kerrigan gave was harsh and ugly. “The last time I saw you, Maksim, I’d just pushed a knife through your chest. I held you in my arms, your blood soaking my clothes, and watched you wither away until you were nothing but a skeletal husk. There is nothing that could possibly be worse than that. Nothing. This is my fault, and I’m going to fix it.”
Maksim gave a rattling groan, a deep, pain-filled sound, and Kerrigan found the end of her patience.
“I’ll pony up a vein,” Doyle offered, Reece was quick to make the same offer.
Ilex sighed and dragged his hand down his face, his palm scraping against the scar on his face. 
“I hesitated to say this because no doubt it was meant to be intensely emasculating, but Maksim has no fangs to make a smooth puncture. Whatever is put near his mouth, he will bite and tear into like a rabid dog.”
“What kind of ice-cold bitch would rip out a vampire’s fangs? Might as well just cut his dick off!” Reece guffawed incredulously. 
In response, Maksim gave what might have been a laugh.
Kerrigan dashed the tears from her cheeks and blew out a steadying breath. “Vivica Price was responsible for pulling his teeth. I can fix it later. Doyle, I promise not to make a run for the bars. Please let me go.”
Doyle obeyed, but it was clear from the stubborn look on his face he wasn’t quite ready to trust her. 
If she made one move toward the cell, Kerrigan was sure he’d snatch her right back up. She went to her knees again and rummaged through her bag, not looking up when Ilex crouched beside her.
“I have not offered my blood, because it would only cause him more pain. I am Fae; my blood would be like sipping on sunshine to him.”
Kerrigan nodded. “It’s fine. I just need a minute to think.”
“There is something else I can offer,” Ilex said hesitantly, rubbing his hand across his jaw while he stared sightlessly at the dirt floor. “But, I fear it will upset Juliet.”
The jars in her hands rattled at the hesitant way Ilex spoke. Kerrigan looked up at him with wide eyes, her head cocked to the side. 
“I wasn’t aware you and Juliet were involved.”
Ilex’s cheeks reddened slightly. “We are not.”
“But you want to be?” Kerrigan pressed. Ilex said nothing, but the silence spoke volumes. “Okay, what’s this something else you can offer that would upset Juliet?”
Ilex’s tongue worked across his teeth, a muscle in his jaw flexed right before he twitched his head toward the cell.
“I can take his blood-lust into myself and channel it into another kind of lust.” Kerrigan’s brows slid slowly up, and his cheeks reddened further. 
“Whoever I summon to me will have no control of themselves; they will be forced to bend to my will. It is a form of violation that I do not believe Juliet could forgive.”
“Jules has a major soft spot for her sisters, Ilex,” Reece announced. The thunderous look Ilex shot him in response to calling Juliet by an affectionate nickname made the hair on Kerrigan’s arms prickle.
It didn’t seem to bother Reece, because he fished his cell-phone out of his pocket and held it up. 
“Call her, tell her what’s going on, and I guarantee you she’ll be down for whatever.”
“While you call her, I can round up some women who’ll be more than willing to enjoy some time with a Green Man,” Doyle added helpfully.
Ilex gave Doyle a dubious look. “What kind of women?”
“There’s a werewolf pack not that far away; they’re all women and love to party. Upside, they’re only fertile for their fated mates, so there’s no risk of them getting pregnant. Even with your uber fairy sperm.”
Ilex nodded, a flash of relief crossing his features that told Kerrigan one of the reasons he hesitated to offer—aside from the knowledge he would be forcing women to come to him and answer the power of his green magic—was unintentional pregnancy. 
It also told Kerrigan that Ilex was serious about whatever feelings he had for Juliet.
Without a word, Ilex held his hand out to Reece, and Reece handed him a ringing phone. It didn’t take but a few moments for Juliet to pick up, and Kerrigan held her breath.
“What’s up, pussy cat?” Juliet greeted with her usual exuberance.
Ilex gave an audible swallow and announced himself, “Reece has allowed me the use of his mobile device. It is I, Ilex.”
To Kerrigan’s surprise, Juliet sounded flustered. 
“Oh, uh, hi.”
“Greetings,” Ilex replied gently, the softening of his gaze as he stared at the phone made Kerrigan’s already tight chest feel as though it was being squeezed between a pair of boulders. 
He really felt something for Juliet. Something beautiful and fragile. Something easily broken.
Kerrigan reached out and took his hand, glad Reece had put the phone on speaker. 
“Juliet?”
“Kerry? What’s going on? Where are you?” Extreme suspicion put a hard edge to Juliet’s voice that made Kerrigan smile. If Juliet was feeling jealous, then she was every bit as into Ilex as he was to her.
“I’m in Vermont with Ilex, Reece, and—”
Not blessed with an abundance of patience, Juliet interrupted hotly, “Vermont! What the hell is in Vermont?”
In answer to the wince Ilex gave, Kerrigan squeezed his hand. “Maksim. Astrid helped me find him last night, and the guys came with me to help us. I need you to shut up and listen for a minute, okay?”
“Maksim, Maksim? Your dead boyfriend, Maksim?” Juliet clarified in a rush.
A smile broke out on Kerrigan’s face immediately. 
“He’s not dead.”
“Oh, my GODDESS! And you’re just calling now? I’m still on the job with Rowena and Callie! This shit got real, and we’ve had to do some serious—”
“JULIET!” Kerrigan hollered, taking full advantage of the silence. “Maksim is alive, but he’s in really bad shape. Ilex can help, but he’s worried about what it will cost him. I need you to listen with an open mind, and if you can’t do it, I will one hundred percent understand and find another way.”
Juliet didn’t hesitate to answer, “I’m listening.”
Kerrigan nodded to Ilex, and the Fae gave a regal dip of his chin. 
He took a breath and thoroughly, without mincing words, explained how bad off Maksim was and what would happen to anyone who went into his cell in his current state.
“I can take his blood lust and transform it into sexual lust. My green magic will be activated, and given the state Maksim is in, the power will not run its course for many hours. I will be insatiable, and anyone within a ten-mile radius will be forced to answer my call. Male or female, it will not matter.
“No one will perish from the experience, though they might have deep-seated trauma or regret when the magic fades, and they remember what they have done. What I have done. Doyle tells me there is a pack of female werewolves not far from here who will come willingly, and so I will not be forced to violate anyone, but I cannot do this unless I know you will someday forgive me.”
Kerrigan was surprised when Juliet didn’t immediately answer. In fact, she was a little worried, and it seemed Ilex was too. 
When Juliet finally did answer, there was a bite of anger in her tone that made Kerrigan’s heart drop to her toes.
“Let me get this straight. Those Silver Whores made Kerrigan stab her man, who’s a vampire, locked him up, and starved him for twelve years, to the point where he’s in so much pain he can barely speak.
“Kerrigan needs to get in there to feed him, and the only way to keep him from ripping her throat out and killing a bunch of people trying to fill his belly is if you take on his blood lust and go fuck a bunch of werewolves, and you called to ask me for permission because you don’t want me to be mad at you later?”
Ilex raked his hand through his long hair, stress and uncertainty pinching at his features. 
“To put it plainly. Time is short; Kerrigan has exhausted herself of magic, and I see no other alternatives to safely—”
Juliet cut in, shouting at the top of her lungs, “Ilex, I don’t care if you have to fuck your way through the entire state of Vermont to make this happen! You get off this phone right now and order up a bunch of werewolf hookers, do you hear me?”
Ilex managed to grin, but it was brief. “Juliet, a stor.”
“Don’t you, ‘treasure’ me! I said get off the phone!”
“I will, but I need to hear you say the words. Tell me you will forgive me—”
The hostility in Juliet’s voice softened in an instant. “There’s nothing to forgive. We all make sacrifices for our family, and as far as I’m concerned, that you even offered to do this makes you my hero today. Kerrigan?”
Kerrigan sniffled and wiped the tears that wouldn’t stop falling from her cheeks. 
“Yeah, I’m here.”
“Rowena says we’ll be done here shortly. I’ll call Ivy and Uriah to let them know what’s happening; we’ll all be waiting for you at home. Text us whatever you need to help Maksim get through, okay?”
“Thank you, Juliet.”
“What for? I’m missing out on an orgy.” With that pissy grumble, Juliet hung up.
Doyle cleared his throat. “I’ll make the call.”
He walked off to explain what he needed from the nearby pack, Reece took his phone back, and Kerrigan squeezed Ilex’s hand until the Fae met her gaze.
From the bottom of her heart, she said, “Thank you.”
Ilex nodded, and when he stood up, Kerrigan didn’t see a man worried whether or not the woman he desired would forgive him for straying before their relationship could truly blossom. 
She saw the son of a forest god, tall and strong, confident in what he was about to do.
“I must prepare a space in the woods. Do not go into the cell until I return.” Kerrigan promised she wouldn’t, and Ilex turned his commanding stare to Reece. “Find any iron items you can fit into your pocket or wear around your neck. Enough for all of you. It will allow you to resist the pull of my magic.”
“On it,” Reece answered with a snappy salute, following Ilex out of the dungeon, leaving her with Doyle, who confirmed a few minutes later that the wolf pack was mobilized and ready for action.
“They’ll be here in about thirty.”
Kerrigan nodded her thanks. “You’ll have to tell me later how you know this pack of wild girls.”
Doyle grinned a very male grin and shrugged. 
“It’s not a secret. I met their pack alpha in a bar a few years back. We went at it like cats and dogs, and I kept her number. You need anything?”
“A pitcher and a straw wouldn’t go amiss.”
His eyes slid to Maksim’s cell and back to her. “You promise you won’t go in there alone?”
She drew an X on her chest. “Promise.”
He hesitated only for a few moments, but not long later, she was alone in the dungeon with only the crackling sound of flames and her own heartbeat to break the silence.
*****
Kerrigan stared into the cell, wishing she had the eyes of a predator to penetrate the darkness to see Maksim for herself. It didn’t seem real without being able to see him, but like Orpheus, she had to take it on faith and be better than the guy who couldn’t wait just a few minutes longer to be with the one he loved forever.
“I thought you were dead,” she confessed in a guilty murmur. “But I shouldn’t have just left you here. I should have known Vivica would find a way to make you suffer for what I did to them. I kept trying to summon your damn ghost to tell you how sorry I was, but you were here this whole time, alive.”
“Not… not your fault,” he rasped slowly. 
Kerrigan didn’t go inside the cell, but she scooted closer to the bars and curled her hands around the unforgiving steel. 
“I wasn’t going to give up until I found you, in this life or the next.”
“Relentless, my precious heart.” An ugly knot of fear that after all this time, after being here in the dark, tormented and starving, he would think of her and feel nothing but hatred, finally unraveled. 
Kerrigan deflated with a sob, her forehead hitting the bars. 
“No… crying. Please.”
She nodded, but she couldn’t stop. Desperate to fill the silence and wear away the time, she babbled, 
“This will be over soon. I’m going to feed you, and we’ll get you upstairs for a shower. I’ll summon you some clothes, and as soon as it’s dark, we’ll go home. I have sisters, a coven in New Hampshire. They’re really good people, and I know you’re going to love them.
“It’s winter right now, and the forest at night is so beautiful. Ilex is my coven sister Ivy’s brother, and I guess he has a thing going with my other sister, Juliet. They’re perfect for each other because he’s as calm and steady as a rock, and Juliet is as wild as the wind.
“Ivy’s mate is a bear; he’s a contractor and he’s building my house. He’s almost done, but if you don’t like it or you don’t want to live there, we can start over somewhere else. Anywhere you want, except Spain.
“I don’t want to be in the same country as my parents. I haven’t spoken to them since the day they lured you here and forced me to become something dark and disgusting. I blame them as much as Vivica for what’s happened to you.”
“Your parents are fucked up,” Doyle announced as he arrived and interrupted Kerrigan’s wild rambling. 
He lifted up a plastic pitcher, the kind you’d see in a frat house or a pizza parlor, and a big smoothie straw. 
“This is the only pitcher in the kitchen that wasn’t made of silver.”
Kerrigan gave a quick smile, trying again to quit crying and woman up. 
“That’ll work perfectly, thanks.”
“Don’t…come in…here. Don’t want… you… to see—” Maksim cut himself short with an agonized hiss.
Hearing the pain in his voice strained the tenuous hold she had on her patience until it frayed to a few fragile threads. 
“Tough shit, Maksim. I’m your Bride, yes?”
“Yes,” he groaned, chains sliding and rattling on the stone floor. She would never forget that sound, or ever hear it again and not have nightmares.
“Then I’m coming in as soon as Ilex takes away the blood lust, and I’m going to feed you. My blood will do the work of four donors and help you get strong enough to get the fuck out of here. End of discussion.”
“Stubborn,” he rasped in answer. “Lion?”
Doyle stepped up beside her, feet braced, hands on his hips. “Name’s Doyle. Your woman is definitely stubborn, but we like her.”
“Me… too. Talking… hard. Tell her.”
Kerrigan looked up at Doyle with a confused frown, but Doyle was nodding like he understood. He met her gaze and dropped to his haunches, waving his hand at the shadows beyond. 
“He wants me to prep you for what you’re about to walk into.”
Prep her? “Whatever it is, I don’t care.”
“You say that, but he’s fucked up, Kerry. Not just the whole Crypt Keeper thing he has going on—” Maksim actually managed a papery bark of laughter, and Kerrigan quickly explained to Doyle that she’d called Maksim the Crypt Keeper the first night they’d met.
Doyle grunted. “Yeah, well, I bet he didn’t look like it at the time. Probably had on some nice suit and a fancy-ass tie.”
“He totally did.” Kerrigan laughed thickly.
“Vampires,” Doyle drawled, but there was no humor in his gaze as he stared her down. “From the look of things, the Silver Wives didn’t just leave him down here to starve, honey. He’s covered in burn marks, the kind that probably came from targeted sunlight or something like a UV flashlight. You know about his fangs, but that’s not all they took, okay?”
Stomach churning with bile, Kerrigan nodded, eyes wide, biting into her lips to keep them from trembling. 
Doyle reached out and took her hand, giving it a careful squeeze. “He’s missing some fingers, and they fucked with his face pretty bad. Took his eyes and made a hell of a mess sewing the skin back together.
“It looks fresh, raw, and infected, but I don’t smell any putrefaction, though that could be thanks to that sweet-ass peppermint oil keeping me from smelling Eau de Hag. I don’t see any other obvious damage, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t do worse.”
It was hard not to break down, but considering all he’d suffered, she could be strong for him. Kerrigan nodded and pulled in a shaky breath. 
“Okay. Okay, I can fix this.”
“Sweetie, I don’t think it’s the kind of thing that can be fixed,” Doyle told her gently.
She snorted derisively, allowing herself to feel anger instead of pity or despair. 
“Even if I couldn't, I’d love you just as you are, Maksim Gray.”
“Gray?” Maksim choked out.
Kerrigan found the power to smile. “I poured over every text on vampire lore I could find in an effort to figure out how to summon a fractured vampire spirit from beyond. 
"I learned about vampires and their brides, and according to vampire law, if we had walked out of here together twelve years ago and made our relationship official, you wouldn’t have been your maker’s property anymore. No longer Maksim Austmathr, because you would have been mine. My mate. Yes?”
Maksim gave a long, rattling sigh. “Yes.”
“I also went through a pretty nasty phase where I thought if I couldn’t raise your spirit, I’d try raising your body. There’s only one professor at Haggara who teaches necromancy, and she’s not exactly a white witch.
“I studied with her until I felt myself slipping into territory the Silver Wives would have approved of, so I stopped. I couldn’t betray your memory by becoming the thing responsible for your death. 
"However, I practiced necromancy long enough to be more than a little proficient, and because vampires are technically dead, I can fix what the Wives did to you.”
“Stubborn,” Maksim muttered again, making Kerrigan laugh.
“You have no idea.”
Reece’s clunky boots were loud on the stone stairs as he skipped down them, followed by Ilex’s much more graceful presence. 
Ilex made not a sound, his expression grim, not looking like a man about to enjoy a magically fueled orgy.
Guilt pricked at Kerrigan’s conscious, but he’d offered up the help he could provide, and she wasn’t going to turn him down if his power could keep Maksim from having to live with killing innocents.
One of the first questions she’d asked Maksim nearly fifteen years ago was how many people he’d killed as a vampire. 
She would never forget the look on his face or the regret in his voice when he spoke of the faceless horde of innocents who fell prey to his fledgling lack of control, and his maker’s encouragement to be as cruel and violent as possible.
“Girls are here,” Reece announced, passing Kerrigan and Doyle the iron he’d found. Kerrigan got a rusty gear from some kind of equipment, Doyle got a heavy padlock that looked antique, and Reece kept hold of a horseshoe.
Ilex nodded his approval when Kerrigan tucked her piece into her bra, waving his hand behind him. 
“I recommend you stand as far from me as you can and hold onto the metal bars down there.”
Kerrigan got up and obeyed, giving him no lip, making no jokes. Doyle grabbed hold of Maksim’s cell door and yanked it off its hinges with a shriek of metal. 
At any other time, she would have remarked how awesomely strong he was when he and Reece joined her at the bars.
Ilex took a deep breath, rolling his shoulders before entering the cell. 
“Be easy, cousin,” she heard him murmur. “This won’t hurt.”
Moments later, a soft light shimmered from inside Maksim’s cell, and when Ilex strode out, he brought a wave of pure desire with him. 
Everything about him became more appealing, more beautiful, and she had rabid fantasies rolling through her head, one after the other involving throwing herself onto the huge erection he was sporting.
“Damn, dude,” Reece grunted, muscles bunching in front of her as his body responded to the erotic power rolling off of Ilex. “You weren’t joking about the pull.”
Ilex told them he wouldn’t speak in their presence once the magic was upon him, because one dulcet note of his voice would make them abandon the iron they held to follow him out into the woods.
He hurried past and up the stairs, glowing as brightly as Astrid had during their astral flight. 
Kerrigan didn’t realize she’d tried to follow him until Doyle caught her and pressed his palm to her chest, pushing the piece of iron harder against her skin.
It was like a button that gave her a breath of sanity, logic resurfacing to remind her she didn’t want to jump on her sister’s would-be-boyfriend because Kerrigan had her own man waiting on her. 
Doyle lifted his brows at her in question, and she nodded to say she was good.
“Thanks. Maksim? Still with me?”
“Yesssssss.” He groaned. From pleasure or pain, she couldn’t tell.
Reece gave a dark grumble and retreated, pushing his peppermint tissues back up his nose. “None of you better ever mention how hard my dick just got for that fairy.”
“I could pound a hole through the wall,” Doyle answered, clearly impressed as he too packed his nose with tissues. 
When Kerrigan frowned at him in confusion, Doyle grimaced and glanced quickly at her chest and away.
When she looked down, it was to see her nipples poking hard against the fabric of her sleep shirt. 
With their sensitive sniffers, the lions were being incredibly respectful by not dragging in the lungfuls of her Fae-induced arousal. 
She blushed crimson, scurrying away to scoop up the pitcher and straw Doyle brought her, focusing on her next task.
“Can one of you bust Maksim out of his chains?”
“No prob,” Reece answered, his voice thicker with his nose packed. 
He entered the cell and immediately started chuckling while the snap and ping of metal shredding in his hands accompanied the sound. 
“Dude, where did the blood come from to sport that monster?”
Maksim’s answer was garbled Russian curse, which just made Reece laugh harder. 
“Not even if you were the last man on earth, buddy. Woah, girl, what’s with the weapon?”
Kerrigan snorted as she angled her arm over the plastic pitcher, setting the point of her ritual knife to her forearm. 
“This will be the easiest way for Maksim to feed.”
She opened a vein before any of them could stop her, the blade so sharp she didn’t feel the pain until her blood started to flow.
“What the fuck! Doyle, stop her! Shit, get some towels, hurry!” By the time Reece dropped to his knees beside her with the obvious intention of grabbing her arm, no doubt thinking she was going to bleed out, the cut had already closed, and the pitcher only had about two cups of blood in it. Not nearly enough.
“It’s okay,” Kerrigan promised, gritting her teeth as she cut again. “I heal fast.”
Reece spluttered indignantly, raking his hands through his disheveled hair, glaring at her with pure venom in his gaze. “Fuckin’ warn a guy next time, will you?”
“It won’t be a habit,” she told him, hearing the small, pained and hungry noises Maksim made. “I’m sorry, Maks. I’m hurrying.”
“Stop… hurting,” he hissed furiously.
She shot a quick smile his way and shook her head. 
“I’m alright. It’s not that bad. Just a little bit more.”
Kerrigan was dizzy by the time she managed to fill up the pitcher, her hands shaking as she set her knife aside. 
Reece stopped her when she reached for the pitcher by smacking her hand away. “You’ll spill it, and all that will have been for nothing. I’ll take it in. Doyle will help you out here.”
She shook her head. “I’m going in. He’s mine.”
“Stubborn witch,” Reece grunted, and it wasn’t as sweet a compliment on his tongue as it was on Maksim’s. But he still picked up the pitcher and the straw and carefully carried it into the cell. “Fine. Fine. Keel over for all I care.”
Doyle helped her up, half carrying her inside to finally let her settle beside Maksim. Even with Doyle having warned her, she wasn’t prepared, but it wasn’t his desiccated, withered form that brought on the urge to vomit.
Maksim’s flesh was flaky and dry in places, bubbled and raised in horrible scars across his chest, legs, and arms, pulled taut over his bones until he resembled a thousand-year-old mummy.
Not a single strand of muscle or a cell of fat could be seen anywhere on his naked body, streaked with dirt and Goddess only knew what other kinds of filth. 
He had patches of long silvery hair decorating an otherwise bald skull, his dry, withered lips drawn back to expose the gaps in his teeth where his fangs should have been.
He was indeed missing fingers: three on the one hand, two on the other. It was what the Wives had done to his face that utterly wrecked her. 
Two large X’s had been carved across his eyes and sewn in place with some kind of crude black twine. His leathery skin was raised and red—raw—seeping yellowish fluid, bulging in strange places like something was tucked behind the swollen flesh.
“Oh, Maks, how are you even alive like this?” she choked out as she slid her arms under his shoulders, glad he couldn’t see her face when the cloth of her sleeves scraped and caught against his skin and bones. 
Maksim, who had always been so powerful and larger than life, weighed no more than a stack of kindling.
Her tears hit his face with soft plops before she could stop them, but with her blood so close, Maks didn’t seem to notice. 
Reece put his thumb over the top of the straw, slowly feeding her blood to Maksim as he groaned in ecstasy.
It took what seemed like a hundred sips from the straw for Maksim to be able to actually swallow, his lips and tongue the first to swell and fill with life. 
When he could move his mouth on his own, Reece held the straw for him, and Maksim drank in earnest.
After a few minutes, Maksim’s skin plumped, muscle and sinew expanded as his veins filled. The silver cobwebs of hair fell out and thick, dark strands pushed from Maksim’s skull until he once more had a glorious mane of almost feminine curls.
By the time he finished the pitcher of her blood, Maksim had gone from looking like mummified skeletal remains to a soldier, captured and kept as a prisoner of war. Thin and starving, but very much alive.
He didn’t miss a single drop, and when Reece set aside the pitcher and straw, Maksim licked his lips and sighed in relief. 
“Thank you.”
“Don’t thank us yet,” she murmured, hastily dashing at the tears coursing down her cheeks. “Do you think you can walk?”
Maksim took a moment to think, turning his cheek to rest on her shoulder for a moment. “I can.”
“Good, let’s get the fuck out of this damn dungeon,” Doyle declared.
Maksim’s chuckle was still a little rough, but it was so beautiful to hear.
“Yes, let’s.”
“I pulled all the curtains,” Reece reported, ducking his neck under Maksim’s arm to help get him to his feet. “It’s a straight shot up the stairs and down the hall to the nearest bathroom. There’s a big tub in there. No windows, so it’ll warm up fast. Kerrigan, you need to eat. Doyle and I will go get something. What else can we get while we’re out?”
Kerrigan thought about it as they climbed the stairs, glad Doyle was right behind her with his hand on her back in case she got dizzy again and lost her footing.
“Another vehicle, preferably a van with no windows and a way to transport Maksim if we get stuck in the sunshine.” 
She stumbled a little, feeling emotionally, physically, and magically drained to the point where she couldn’t summon up any extra luxuries. 
“Some clothes and shoes, and the location of the nearest morgue.”
Maksim snorted, weaving like a drunk as they took the last few stairs to the landing. 
“I know I look hideous, love, but I’m quite alive. No need to put me on ice.”
Kerrigan went up on her toes to press her lips to his cheek, right below the irritated flesh so crudely sewn together. 
“You won’t win any beauty contests right now, but I need some things from the morgue to fix you up.”
The lions helped her get Maksim into the bathroom, and before they left, Reece lifted up the cooler with the bagged blood and set it beside the tub. 
“You got this?”
“We’ll be okay. Thank you, Reece. Could you please call Astrid and give her an update while you’re out?”
“Yup, will do.”
Reece shut the door behind him, leaving Kerrigan alone with Maksim in the chilly bathroom that was thankfully free of ghosts. She looked up at him, unable to keep from wincing at the ruin of his face, struggling to keep her composure. 
She wanted to fall apart and weep for the agony he’d endured while she went on in ignorance, believing him dead. But he wasn’t dead; he was here and real, and he needed her to keep it together.
“I know you don’t like the taste of it, but we brought some bagged blood for you. Would you like one while I get the water going?”
His beautiful lips, now smooth and pink, quirked into a wry smile. “After tasting the ambrosia of your blood, anything else will taste like garbage. But my body needs as much blood as it can get, so yes. I’ll suffer through it.”
“Okay, here’s the wall, or do you need to sit?” Now that they were alone together, she felt awkward as hell, not sure what to say.
“I can stand; it feels good. Kerrigan?”
“Mmhm?”
“Will you think me weak if I confess I’m afraid to let go of you and find this has all been some cruel dream?”
Her lips trembled, her throat closing to the point where it was difficult to swallow or take a full breath. She didn’t care that he was caked in filth; she leaned in and wrapped her arms around him. 
Maksim jerked like she’d laid into him with a whip, but before she could pull away and ask if she’d hurt him, he hugged her back so fiercely it hurt.
“I will never look at you and think you’re weak. I don’t want to let go either. I missed you so much. Every day, and I thought you were gone forever. I didn’t know a knife to the heart wasn’t nearly enough to kill a vampire. Ilex only told me this morning that it’s the best kept vampire secret in the whole world… I didn’t know. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry I left you here.”
The breakdown she’d been trying to avoid happened, and instead of taking care of Maksim, he was the one to soothe and shush her, resting his cheek on her hair. 
“Kerrigan, my sweet little witch. I tried to tell you I wasn’t dying, that I wasn’t going to leave you alone, but Price coated that knife in some potion that acted as instant desiccation, and I couldn’t force the words out. There was nothing you could do. I wanted you to leave. I wanted you as far away from here as possible.”
Kerrigan wept until she didn’t have a single tear left, and for a long time, they stood there together, not speaking, just holding one another. 
She felt Maksim sway slightly and was furious with herself for not keeping it together long enough to take care of him. 
She kissed his dirty skin and gently pushed away, grabbing a towel with one hand to set on the lip of the white marble tub.
“Let’s get you cleaned up.” Even abandoned for six months, the house was still stocked with luxuries like towels and soap. 
Stupid Wives and their stupid convenience spells.




CHAPTER EIGHT



Squeaky clean and six liters of bagged blood later, Maksim was nearly back to looking like his former self. He’d been so dirty she had to empty the tub and fill it back up twice before letting him lounge in the steamy water.
Kerrigan took her time running a soft, soapy cloth over every inch of his body, happier and happier as time went on, cherishing each one of his sighs of enjoyment.
She took her time washing his hair, stripping off her pants to sit on the ledge behind him, her legs in the water on either side of his shoulders, his head cradled in her lap. 
She carefully dabbed at the infected looking cuts where his eyes should have been, examining the angry flesh more closely.
“I don’t want to open these up until I have a donor pair of eyes for you.”
Even as gentle as she could possibly be, she saw him flinch and was glad she’d left her satchel within reach. 
“Donor pair?”
Kerrigan hesitated to answer, not having thought about how distasteful the practice of necromancy might be to Maksim. 
“I can put you back together, but it will require some body parts from the morgue. Will it bother you to have eyes and fingers donated by a recently deceased human?”
Maksim didn’t immediately answer, and slowly—as though worried she would shy away from his touch—curled what fingers he had left around her calves. 
“Will I be able to see you? Touch you with all ten fingers and feel your skin on mine?”
“You will,” she confirmed. “Not to brag, but I was the best student in my class.”
A smile immediately stretched across his face, his warm chuckle filling the room. “Of course you were. No, love. It won’t bother me.”
“Okay. I have something to dull the pain you must be feeling until we can get to the morgue. It won’t be very pleasant, but—”
“I’ll take it,” he said abruptly. “Please.”
“Of course.” She leaned sideways to grab her bag, rummaging to find the wax paper envelope full of willow bark, thankful for the crazed rush of adrenaline that had driven her to swipe every healing herb she had in her bedroom into the satchel.
She picked out several thick pieces of bark and put them in her mouth, chewing and chewing the bitter brew until her mouth was full of saliva. 
She poured some water in the cup she kept in her bag and spat everything but the bark into the cup, swirling it around to mix it all up.
She set the lip to Maksim’s mouth, softly urging him to drink. He made a face and coughed a little after swallowing. “What is that?”
“Oldest potion in the world. Willow bark, water, and witch spit. Told you, gross.”
He lifted his shoulder in a careless shrug. “If it helps, I don’t care.”
“You should feel the effects in about a minute. How long ago did Vivica do this to you?” She cupped his cheeks, her thumbs sweeping across his cheekbones.
Maksim sighed, relaxing muscle by muscle as the willow bark went to work. 
“Several years. I’m not quite sure how many. It was a small price to pay to keep from suffering her attentions.”
Kerrigan stilled in the process of reaching for the damp cloth, a terrible tremor wracking her as his words penetrated her exhausted brain. 
“Her attentions? That disgusting hag touched you?”
Maksim gave a soft snort, lifting his hand from where he’d been holding onto her ankle, reaching for her hand on his face, turning his lips to her wrist to nuzzle her pulse. 
“She spent far too many years thinking she was beautiful. It gave me untold pleasures to recount the many ways in which she was disgusting. I’m a bit surprised she took my eyes instead of my tongue. Honestly, I considered it a gift to not have to look upon her hideous face.”
Numb with shock, Kerrigan couldn’t move. She just sat there, staring down at her mate, speechless, unable to get past the vomit-inducing images of Vivica—twisted, bent, saggy, and so fucking ugly—putting her gnarled hands on Maksim’s body. 
“She touched you?”
“I believe she thought if she managed to seduce me, I would be more compliant. Rest assured, love, nothing she did arouse any passion in me. I’d have staked myself rather than touch her rancid flesh and betray you in such a way.”
The surge of anger made her eyes burn and flood, making it feel as though someone sliced into a jalapeno and rubbed the juices in her eyes. 
“I would never accuse you of betraying me. Whatever you did here, you did it to survive. I should have slit her throat.”
“I’m glad you didn’t,” Maksim told her, shocking her into open-mouthed silence. “Vivica was a beast of vanity. Predictable, not nearly as clever as she thought. There were others who were far more cunning and would have made my stay decidedly unpleasant.
“Vivica only wanted her beauty restored and convinced the others they needed my blood if they were to have any hopes of repairing their glamour. 
"Truth be told, they left me mostly alone unless it was to bring me some poor sod to feed on or to torment me by cutting open their human sacrifices and letting the blood spill all over the ground when I was well on my way to starving.”
He spoke about what he’d suffered as though it had been a minor ordeal and not twelve years’ worth of horror and pain. 
She had a hard time speaking past the lump in her throat, her fingers carefully tracing over the knotted scar tissue on Maksim’s right bicep. 
It was a wide patch, almost bigger than her palm could cover, and she couldn’t tell what sort of horrible device had been used to create such a lasting reminder.
“And this? Why did she do this to you?”
“That gift and all my other scars were given to me by my maker. Now, there was a man who knew how to properly torture a prisoner. Thankfully, he’s dead. Long since dead, and so is Vivica. We have nothing to fear from either of them.” Maksim lifted his dripping hand to wave at the door. “One of your lions is coming.”
Kerrigan opened her mouth to correct him that neither Doyle nor Reece were hers, but one of them knocked on the door and cracked it just enough to be heard through the thick panel.
“We’re back, Kerry. Got clothes for Maksim, the van, and food for you. Can I come in?”
She squeezed Maksim’s shoulder and got a nod. “Yes, thank you.”
It was Doyle who came in with the bags of stuff, making a happy sound when he set it all down on the vanity. 
“You look better already, bro. Reece is scouting for more donor blood and should be back shortly.”
“Thank you,” Maksim rumbled, at ease with his nudity in the way a shifter would be. “I am glad to know Kerrigan has such generous friends.”
Doyle shot her a wink. “Her coven sister brought my best friend back from the dead, so we’re all pretty much family now. Found a kick-ass food truck park and got an assortment of choices for you, Kerry. Heavy on the steak to pump up your iron levels. 
"When I called, Astrid shot me a portal with shit she thought you’d need to do whatever you’re gonna do with Maksim at the morgue.”
Doyle lifted a familiar black velvet backpack, the soft clink of glass on metal reached her ears, and she was glad to know she wouldn’t have to be improvising or using someone else’s tools.
“Thank you. We’ll be out in a little while.”
She made fast work of the delicious food while Maksim lingered in the bath, not having realized how ravenous she was until she was digging in the bottom of the paper bag for one more squishy, salty French fry.
Exhausted but feeling steadier, Kerrigan threw her trash away and helped Maksim out of the tub, finding an incredible amount of pleasure in drying him off. 
Any excuse she had to run her hands over his recovering muscles, learning the shape of what he’d concealed from her in expensive suits for the entirety of their time together.
When she dropped to her knees to help him step into the thick sweats Doyle brought, Maksim set his hand on top of her head, awkwardly stroking her hair.
“This isn’t how I imagined we would share our first intimacies,” he told her gruffly.
She knew exactly what he meant but tried to make light of the moment. Again, she was thankful he couldn’t see her wide-eyed, astonished, and apprehensive expression when she got an up-close and personal look at his junk.
Thus far, she’d done her best to give Maks as much dignity and respect as possible, but it was right there, thick and hard, practically waving at her and begging for attention.
“Me either, but I’ve had lots of fantasies involving us and a bathtub.”
Maksim gave a deep, throaty sound, shifting his weight from foot to foot when she pulled up the pants to carefully settle them at his waist. 
“I would very much like to hear these fantasies at a later date when I can see your beautiful face.”
She leaned in, impulsively pressing a kiss to his belly before standing up. 
“I’ll be happy to tell you all about them. Shirt.”
Kerrigan went up on her toes to help guide the opening over his head, keeping the material from scraping his face, stumbling, and knocking into him when she dropped to her heels. 
His arms were around her, steadying her instantly, her name on his lips coated in concern.
“I’m alright, just a little lightheaded still. It’ll pass. Did I hurt you?”
“No, love, and I may not be able to see at the moment, but my hearing is perfectly fine. Your heart is beating irregularly, your breathing labored. You’re about to drop.”
He cradled her close, and Kerrigan trusted he was strong enough to take her weight as she settled into his embrace. 
She closed her eyes, not having realized how heavy her eyelids were until she let them fall shut. 
“It’s been a long day. I’m alright.”
“Kerrigan.” There was a bite to his tone now, a reprimand that made her wrinkle her nose.
“I’m probably dehydrated from all the crying, and the astral travel I did last night with Astrid to find you took it out of me, but I’m fine. I’ll be even better as soon as we get the hell out of this house. I can rest in the car on the way to the morgue.”
“How many hours until sunset?”
“I dunno,” she sighed. “A few hours.”
From the other side of the door, Doyle shouted, 
“Six hours till sunset, and she’s lying through her teeth! She was exhausted when she woke up, and after what went down in the dungeon, she’s gonna keel over and be absolutely useless to do any more magic if she doesn’t slow the fuck down and take a beat to recharge. Got a bedroom that doesn’t stink like dead witches or sex right around the corner with all the windows blocked off. I don’t think there are any ghosts in there, but I can’t be sure.”
“I said I’m fine!” she insisted, grunting when Maksim tightened his hold on her and shouted back to Doyle to get the door. “Maksim, really, I’m good. All that food made me sleepy, is all—”
“Good, then as Doyle has been kind enough to find a room for us, you can sleep,” Maksim responded firmly.
Digging her heels in did nothing to stop their momentum, and she knew she was struggling when the death glare she shot at Doyle only made him smile at her like she was the cutest little bunny he’d ever seen.
“I can’t sleep! We need to go to the morgue so I can pull the stitches out of your face and get to work. You’re in pain; I can’t just lay down and let you suffer while I nap!”
Maksim let Doyle guide him forward with a hand on the hairy traitor’s shoulder. 
“For the first time in many years, I am in no pain. Between your blood coursing through my veins and the potion you’ve given me, I can wait for a few more hours while you recover.”
“But—”
“No buts,” he commanded, “I will have six hours to hold you in my arms while we both rest, and that’s the end of it.”
Doyle gave a manly sound of approval in response to Maks putting his foot down. 
“Nice, bro. All the bedding seems to be free and clear of dust. I don’t smell body oils anywhere in the room. Nobody has been in here for a long time. It seems almost… sterile.”
Kerrigan sighed in defeat and crawled up the length of the deep, soft mattress to flop down among the pillows, ignoring the cluster of ghosts who watched on with vacant eyes.
“Vivica very proudly told me about the self-cleaning spell one of her coven members put on the mansion. We could trash it, set fires in every room, and by tomorrow morning, it would be like nothing happened.”
“Guess they didn’t bother to do the dungeon, huh?” Doyle drawled, making sure they were comfortable before retreating and closing the door behind him. 
Kerrigan lifted her hand to meet Maksim’s, pulling the blankets aside for him to join her. He spooned right up, curling himself around her back, hugging her up in his arms even as he threw his thigh over hers.
“Sleep, little witch. I’ll still be right here when you wake.”
Kerrigan closed her eyes, folding her hands over his, tucking them right over her heart with a sigh.




CHAPTER NINE



As she led Maksim into the morgue, Kerrigan grudgingly admitted those six hours of hard sleep had definitely been vital. If she’d still been running on fumes, she wouldn’t have had the juice to command the morgue workers into a magical sleep.
There were so many souls wandering around in confusion, Kerrigan had to do a quick spell to contain all the extras to one room. 
It would wear off by the next night, but for now, the supply closet was hella haunted. 
After the third living person Kerrigan commanded to sleep, Maksim gave her arm a squeeze.
“It sounds as though you’re using something similar to a vampire thrall to make the humans obey you.”
“It is kind of similar,” she agreed, peeking around the door to the autopsy suite, glad to see the steel refrigerator doors where the deceased lay waiting to be prepared for their final rest.
The final morgue tech was ordered to stand at the entryway doors to warn anyone coming in that they’d had a chemical spill and were waiting on a hazmat team. “I didn’t really develop the ability until about a year after… after. Here we go. Nice, clean table right here. Have a seat while I find someone willing to donate.”
Maksim felt his way along the edge of the table before hoisting himself up to sit on the cold metal surface. 
“You’re going to summon the dead, here?”
“Of course. I’m not taking body parts without asking; that’s just rude. Not to mention the fact that the spirit of the deceased can latch onto his or her body parts and make the recipient’s life hell. Do you have a preference on eye color if I can’t find blue?”
“So long as I can see you again, no. I don’t care.”
Kerrigan nodded briskly, going to the wall of charts to look for the freshest body in the racks. 
She found three candidates and hustled to open the drawers, carefully lifting back the white sheets to peer at the cold, blue faces of the dead.
The first was young, in her twenties, and after snapping on a latex glove, Kerrigan discovered she had dull brown eyes. 
The chart Kerrigan held said the young woman had died from a drug overdose, which explained why the sclera of her eyes were horribly bloodshot. Kerrigan dismissed the girl as a possible donor and moved on to the next corpse.
The man was in his late forties, his dark hair liberally salted with silver. The self-inflicted gunshot wound to his head was terrible to look at, the metallic smell of gunpowder and violence so intense she pressed the back of her hand to her mouth and didn’t even bother to look at his eyes. Asking his spirit into the room would be traumatic all around.
Candidate number three was a handsome bald man with strong features and wrinkles around his mouth and eyes, likely from age and smiling. 
A quick scan of his chart said he’d had a heart attack, which wouldn’t damage his eyes in any way. When she peeked, she found pale, mint-colored eyes staring sightlessly up at her.
“Lovely,” Kerrigan sighed, taking a candle and some salt from her bag. She poured the grains all around the body of Gregory Simpson, and on the floor around herself to ensure nothing went awry. 
She lit the candle and set it carefully on his chest, taking a deep breath to open herself to the other side.
Gregory’s spirit came easily and gently, a wispy, billowing shadow of his former self. He seemed surprised, looking around the morgue and down at himself with a wide-eyed expression of shock. 
She smiled at him reassuringly, calling him by his name to solidify her hold on him.
“Hello, Gregory. I’m Kerrigan; you don’t have to be afraid.”
Gregory’s form shimmered, only his head and shoulders outlined in perfect detail; the rest was a whirling gust of ether and spirit. 
“Am… am I dead?”
“Yes, I’m sorry Gregory,” Kerrigan murmured gently. “It looks like you had a heart attack two days ago.”
“I… I see. I feel different.” Gregory looked to where Maksim waited patiently, head tilted to listen to Kerrigan’s conversation with a dead man. “Somehow, I know you’re not human, and neither is he.”
Kerrigan kept smiling, spreading her hands with a playfully guilty shrug. 
“You see things now you couldn’t see when you were alive. I’m a witch; that’s Maksim, and he’s a vampire.”
Gregory’s already wide eyes rounded in surprise, even as he gave an impressed sound. 
“No shit?”
“No shit,” Kerrigan chuckled.
“Guess that explains a few things,” Gregory answered, looking back to Maksim, his voice dropped to a whisper, “What happened to him?”
“He was tortured, and I brought him here to help put him back together, but I need your help, Gregory.”
Gregory, the ghost, gave a helpless shrug. “I’m dead; how can I possibly help you?”
Kerrigan took a deep breath and made her pitch. “Would you be willing to donate your eyes and a few fingers so I can make Maksim whole again?”
Gregory blinked like an owl, looking at his body, at Maksim, and back with a thoughtful frown. 
“I um… I suppose I don’t exactly need them anymore, do I?”
“No,” she murmured. “I can offer you a final favor in exchange for your generosity. Anything except doing harm to myself or another person.”
The ghost made a sad, agreeable sound. “My wife and son, I don’t have any family to check in on them or help take care of them. I worked two jobs to make ends meet, and my son wants to be a marine biologist.”
Kerrigan gave a sympathetic hum. “I give you my word, your family won’t suffer any financial burdens from this day forward. I will happily check-in—from a distance—to make sure your wife is taking care of herself and that your son makes it into the best marine biology program in the country. He’ll have to do all the hard work, but I will see to it he has every opportunity to make his dreams come true.”
Relief made Gregory’s smoky shoulders droop, and after another few moments of quiet, he nodded. 
“Thank you. Yes, I’m willing to donate. What do I do?”
“Repeat after me: I, Gregory Simpson, give of myself freely. I give the gift of sight and touch, and relinquish all claim to my flesh.” Gregory obeyed, and Kerrigan breathed a sigh of relief herself. “Thank you, Gregory. Rest in peace.”
She blew out the candle and Gregory’s ghost disappeared in a soft shimmer of white light. 
“Okay, now the icky part.”
Kerrigan fetched a clean metal bowl from a rack of dishes, checking in with Maksim on her way. 
He’d been quiet as a mouse for the entire conversation with Gregory, and when she asked him if he was okay, if he was having second thoughts or disturbed by what she’d done, he shook his head.
“I was thinking of the first night we met. I watched you from the shadows for a time while you set up all your implements and tools, going back and forth to your little book of spells to make sure you had everything arranged just so. 
"You were so nervous, and now, speaking to Gregory… if that’s how you conduct all your business with the dead, I find myself insanely proud of you and rather angry to have missed out on seeing you grow and come into your power. 
"I can’t help but wonder if you would have made the same leaps and bounds had I given you my blood and bound us together before you could complete your schooling.”
Kerrigan curled her hands around his, not letting go even when he tensed, still acting as though he worried she was repulsed by his missing fingers. 
“We’re going to talk about all that later because time is of the essence here. The employees won’t stay asleep forever, and it’s going to take me a while to work on you.”
“Of course, forgive me.”
She pulled her bottom lip through her teeth, nervous what he would think about what she’d have to do next. 
“Don’t freak out if you smell my blood. Necromancy can get a little messy.”
His lips canted in a crooked smile right before he raised her hands to brush kisses across her knuckles. 
“I’m not squeamish, Kerrigan. I have seen necromancy performed before; it is an ancient practice, and to have mastered it at so young an age is impressive.”
With cheeks on fire with a mix of shyness and pleasure, Kerrigan fidgeted and muttered, “I wouldn’t say I’m a master, but I know enough to make this work.”
“Good, then get to it, little witch.”
She clicked her tongue at his playful demand, squeezed his hands, and obeyed. She was as respectful as she could possibly be when removing Gregory’s eyes and fingers, laying them in the metal bowl, steeling herself for the bite of pain when she cut into herself again and let her blood fill the bowl enough to cover the bits and pieces.
She covered Gregory’s body again, giving an idle thought to what the human staff would say when they found Gregory later, hoping they didn’t tell his wife his body had been desecrated.
With a shrug, she focused on laying her implements and scalpels out on the tray beside the autopsy table, helping Maksim lie back and get comfortable on the cold slab. 
As she was preparing a solution to clean out his orbital sockets, he made a mild sound of surprise.
“What?” she asked, glancing his way.
“I am slightly disturbed by how comfortable this table is,” Maks answered with a frown. “The neck support is quite good.”
Kerrigan laughed, reaching over him to pull the big light closer and flipped it on. 
“I’d be a little disturbed, too. Is the willow bark still helping to manage your pain? Don’t be tough and fib. I need to know.”
Maksim sighed, resting his hands on his belly. “Currently, I feel a dull throbbing. Nowhere near the level of prolonged agony I have become accustomed to. I should have been in a deep hibernation considering the level of my desiccation, but I could never sleep through the burning. I believe there is something silver packed into the empty sockets that seeps out slowly.”
Fury made her hand shake when she picked up her scalpel, wishing she’d been there to see the Fae warriors butcher the Silver Wives. 
“I’m going to cut through the threads as carefully as I can, if it gets bad, if I hurt you, say something.”
“Alright.”
“I mean it, Maksim.”
“I promise.”
Kerrigan nodded, giving his hair a stroke, steeling herself to cut into the man she loved. It was to help him, but still, her stomach churned with nerves. 
“Okay. Turn your head toward me. Once I get these open, I’m going to irrigate them with some stuff to nullify any spells or other potions. It won’t hurt.”
“Perhaps you should rinse the area with your potion first. I can’t tell you how many times I tried to claw out the stitches myself, but it was impossible. No matter what I did, the thread refused to break.”
“Good idea.” Kerrigan wound up rinsing the threads twice after they started to steam. She blew out a breath, got a good grip on her scalpel, and lowered the hooked end to the first stitch.
For a time, the only sounds in the morgue were the hum of the refrigerators and the snick of her blade through the threads. 
Her uneasiness faded as she concentrated on the task at hand, using tweezers to carefully pull the stitches from Maksim’s skin. 
The whole time, he lay perfectly still, making no sounds to indicate any discomfort.
Beneath the furiously reddened flesh, Kerrigan found a little muslin pouch stitched closed with the same black thread, and when she sliced it open, silver powder spilled out on the medical table along with two teeth. Fangs. Maksim’s fangs.
Angry tears pooled as she carefully pulled the teeth from the silver dust with another pair of tweezers, washing them first in water, then in the nullifying potion, and finally put them in the bowl of her blood before repeating the process on his other eye.
She found another pouch with the same contents inside, and was glad to know she wouldn’t have to harvest teeth from another vampire—from Etienne as she’d planned on doing—and could truly make Maksim whole again. 
Kerrigan swiped at the tears blurring her vision with the back of her hand, taking a breath to steady herself.
“You were right about the silver.” He only grunted in response, his lips pressing together in a tight line. “Nearly there. I’m going to do a rinse,” she murmured, starting with a gentle stream of water, then her potion.
When she finished, Maksim heaved a sigh of deep relief. 
“I feel much better already. No burning.”
“Good. This next part will probably feel a little strange. My, uh, previous attempts have all been on wholly dead things, so I can’t say just how strange.”
“Whatever it takes, love. I’m ready.”
“Kay. Here goes.” Kerrigan put her scalpel down, cupping her palms over his damaged sockets, closing her eyes as she began to hum. 
There were no words needed with necromancy, only a specific thought wrapped around a throaty melody.
To her surprise, Maksim’s body responded immediately, the skin pulling together to fuse seamlessly, the devastating damage repaired in no time. 
Eyebrows, eyelids, and eyelashes reformed, lids open wide in readiness to accept Gregory’s eyes. She spooned blood into the cavities and carefully inserted the donated organs, murmuring softly to Maksim to reassure him.
“They need to settle for a little bit. I’m going to lay a cloth across your face, okay?”
“Yes. It does feel strange. Heavy. Hot. Not unpleasant, just… unusual.”
“Well, I have some good news, sort of. Vivica had a cruel sense of humor and put your fangs into the pouches she stuffed in your eyes. I’ll be able to reset them without a problem.”
His throat worked in an audible swallow. “Just make sure you don’t put them in backward, eh?”
Kerrigan snorted at his teasing tone, placing a ritual cloth over his new eyes to help them settle and continued. 
“I’ll do my best.”
*****
“There. All done,” Kerrigan told him with a satisfied sigh.
Behind his newly healed eyelids, Maksim rolled his eyes left and right. He ran his tongue across his fangs, slicing it open on purpose to test their sharpness and remind himself what it felt like to not have the huge gaps in his mouth.
He flexed his hands, rubbing all ten fingers against the surface of the autopsy table, feeling his way across the cold, sterile surface. 
A loud click sounded above him and the overhead light powered off. He could sense the movement of Kerrigan swinging the lamp out of the way and sat up.
“Your eyes might be sensitive at first,” Kerrigan warned, uncertainty coloring the sweet contralto purr of her voice. “Take it slow, okay?”
He opened his eyes, his vision blurry, even the weak lights around them caused some stabbing pains, but they faded after a few blinks, and he found himself looking down at a pair of mud-speckled combat boots.
Maks followed the long, shapely legs encased in black leggings to the swell of round hips draped in a flouncy gray tunic edged in a feminine ruffle. 
Up to the slender waist framed by graceful fingers knotted together nervously, to the curve of full breasts snuggled into black lace that peeked above the scooped neckline of the gray material.
The fabric gave way to creamy porcelain skin, and around the swan-like grace of her neck, hung a familiar chain made up of round platinum beads and two black diamonds. 
His heart actually took a few unsteady beats when he looked up into her face, stunned all over again by Kerrigan’s otherworldly beauty.
The baby fat of childhood had melted away from her rosy cheeks leaving the elegant bones exposed, sharpening the edge of her jaw. Her bow-shaped lips were chapped, swollen, and pink from where she’d been gnawing on them as she worked, a smear of blood across the little cleft in her chin.
She’d changed her hair, the long ebony locks tossed up into a haphazard knot on top of her head, threaded with thick streaks of silver. 
It was different, but she was different. She was a child no longer, and he saw it in her lavender-blue eyes.
For twelve years, alone, Kerrigan carried his death on her conscience, believing she’d killed him. 
He saw the grief of it etched into the dark hollows beneath her shimmering gaze, in the exhausted, emotion-filled look she gave him as she waited for him to say something.
Maks mourned the loss of the little witch he’d discovered twelve years ago in a dark tomb and rejoiced in the opportunity to meet her all over again. 
“I see you, Kerrigan.”
Relief rippled across her face, her lips trembling even as she smiled and reached up to cup his cheek, her thumb brushing across the skin just beneath his right eye. 
“Are you in any pain?”
Maks felt the most acute agony imaginable, but he had no intention of addressing it here in a county morgue. 
He slipped off the table to stand up, his hand steady when he lifted it, his fingertips sensitive to the smooth links of her necklace, warmed by Kerrigan’s skin. 
“No. You’re even more beautiful than I remember.” Her hands curled around his wrist, holding on while he framed her throat in his hand, feeling the quick drumming of her pulse against his fingers. “You wore this for me today?”
Her short laugh was thick with unshed tears, not a hint of resistance when he drew her in to slide his arm around her waist.
 “I only take it off to shower.”
He would have told her how much it meant to him that she hadn’t ever given up on finding him. How much it meant that she’d worn his necklace every day since they’d been apart, but the blood drained from her face and her lashes fluttered as she swayed on her feet. Alarm jangled through him even as she tried to tell him she was fine.
“You’re not fine. How much have you bled for me?” Maksim turned around with her held tight to his chest, lifting her up to sit on the slab, tasting true fear when she couldn’t focus to meet his gaze.  
He only knew one thing that could fix the imbalance and soothe her heart that worked hard to pump what little blood she had left through her veins. 
“I had such plans for giving you my blood for the first time.”
With one hand on her belly to keep her from falling forward, Maksim leaned sideways to reach for one of her scalpels.
“Don’t,” she slurred, weakly trying to grab at his hand to keep him from doing exactly what she’d done for him. “S’not… not the first time. I just need to… need to rest for a little bit.”
Maksim paused with the razor-sharp tip of the blade at his neck, a thousand thoughts whirring through his mind.
He’d put himself through forced celibacy for two years when they’d first met, refusing to do more than hold Kerrigan’s hand in public for fear of losing control of himself and making her his Bride in every sense of the word before she came into her own as a woman and as a witch.
He had elaborate plans, grand romantic gestures, an entire night devoted to a marriage of flesh and blood in the most reverent of ceremonies. One Kerrigan would remember for the rest of their lives.
“When?” he managed to rasp, horrified he couldn’t remember something as important as having bonded with her.
Kerrigan took a deep breath, licking lips now devoid of moisture as her body fought to hydrate her internal organs. 
“I cursed the Silver Wives after what Vivica made me do. Your blood was all… all over me. I painted it across… across my face and licked it off my palms to activate what was basically a blood… blood sacrifice. I think I’m gonna faint.”
“No, you will not faint,” he ordered harshly, drawing the blade across his skin, his hand on the back of her neck tighter than it needed to be to keep her awake.  “Come on, love, just a few swallows.”
She followed his insistent lead and drunkenly leaned into lap at the warm fluid spilling down the side of his neck. 
His new eyes pinched shut with the surge of ecstasy that one little stroke of her tongue brought him.
Kerrigan latched on, suckling gently until the wound sealed itself. His blood would race through her system and multiply immediately to correct her lack of volume, but it wouldn’t do anything for her exhaustion.
When she withdrew with a sleepy little murmur, Maksim knew she was indeed on the verge of passing out. Her color was back though, and the sound of her heartbeat didn’t seem so labored.
He picked her up and lay her down on the second autopsy table, hurrying to clean up the mess of his blood and hers, spraying the table he’d lay on with a bleach solvent, packed up her things, and got them out of there as fast as inhumanly possible.
He understood now how she was able to heal so fast and why her power to command humans with her voice was so similar to a vampire’s thrall.
It was a vampire’s thrall. His thrall that Kerrigan inherited from the maturation of his blood inside her. He would be fascinated later, but right now he had to get her out of here.
Doyle shot up out of his seat and out of the van, getting the side door before Maksim had even made it out with Kerrigan cradled in his arms. 
The lion gave him a quick once over, nodding his approval of the work Kerrigan had done. He got out of the way so Maksim could climb in and sit down with Kerrigan in his lap, then hustled to get back into the driver’s seat to take off.
More than a little worried, Maksim looked up to catch Doyle’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. 
“She was right.”
“Who was?” Maksim absently asked, his repaired hand cupping Kerrigan’s head to keep it from flopping around uncomfortably as the van bounced over what felt like a ten-foot deep pot-hole.
“Kerrigan. She said she could fix you up good as new.” Doyle flashed him a toothy smile. 
Maksim snorted, admitting he might look fine, but he needed at least another three donors' worth of living blood to be fully restored. 
“Reece couldn’t source any more bagged stuff. He’s back at the mansion waiting on Ilex to come back from his magical fairy orgy. We can head straight through to the coven house if you want; Rowena will be able to rustle up some donors for you, quick sticks.”
Maksim wanted nothing more than to take Kerrigan home. To never again set foot on any property the Silver Wives had sullied, but he owed the Fae a greater debt than Maksim had the power to repay. 
If not for Ilex, the moment Kerrigan would have come within reach, Maksim would have been unable to do anything but muster what strength he had left to fall on her, tear into her throat like a rabid beast, and drain her of every precious drop of blood in her body.
“No,” he murmured, using one of his new fingers to brush a skein of silver hair from the slope of Kerrigan’s forehead, studying her beautiful face in the dim shine of the passing lights. 
“We will wait for Ilex. However long it takes.”




CHAPTER TEN



From start to finish, it took twenty-six hours for the frenzy of the lust Ilex had taken from him to ebb. Kerrigan slept through all of it and missed seeing Ilex stagger out of the woods just after sundown, looking like absolute hell. Scratches, deep and ragged, covered every inch of his arms, torso, and from the blood soaking his jeans, up and down his thighs too.
He looked like a man who’d gone to battle and come out the other side victorious but lost something of himself in the thick of the bloodshed. 
When he raised his head to find Maksim and the lions waiting for him, he gave a hollow smile and weakly lifted his hand in greeting.
Maksim hurried down the steps to meet Ilex, barely in time to catch him before Ilex stumbled over his own feet and nearly face-planted in the snow. 
Neither of the shifters cracked jokes like they’d been doing to pass the time while they waited, and Maksim felt the weight of the sacrifice the Fae had made on his behalf.
“You look far better than the last time I saw you,” Ilex greeted, wincing when Maksim threw his shoulder beneath Ilex’s arm to support him.
“I wish I could say the same of you, cousin. What do you need?”
“A bath. Food. Water. Lots of water.” Ilex groaned, the scent of sex and dozens of females clinging to his skin.
Reece hissed in sympathy when they got closer, rubbing the back of his neck with a grimace of regret. 
“Man, I’m so sorry. Those bitches really tore you up. Maybe I should have hired you some human hookers instead.”
Ilex gave a ghost of a smile as he shuffled past. 
“A human female would not have survived the physical demands of what transpired in the woods. It looks worse than it is, I assure you. As soon as I’m back in the bosom of my own forest, I will heal.”
Doyle hustled ahead to get the same bathroom Maksim had recovered in prepared, shouting over his shoulder, “Astrid sent some healing potions and shit along with Kerrigan’s stuff.”
“On it!” Reece took off for another part of the house at a run.
In the bathroom, Maksim used one of Kerrigan’s scalpels to carefully cut away Ilex’s soiled jeans, tossing them away with a grimace. 
Fairy blood was almost as toxic as silver to vampires, but he suffered the minor burn to help Ilex settle into the hot water. 
The poor bastard winced as soon as it hit his open wounds, the water turning pink within a matter of moments.
“I would be grateful if none of you shared details of my weakness with Juliet,” Ilex hissed, so weak he would have gone under had his legs not been so damn long.
Doyle immediately agreed, “What happens in the woods, stays in the woods, brother. Reece said you don’t eat meat, so I cooked up some veggie soup; you ready to eat?”
Ilex gave a deep groan. “Blessed Mab, yes.”
“Cool, be right back.”
Alone now with the Fae, Maksim sank down to sit beside the tub. “I will never forget this, Ilex. What you risked in order to protect my Bride, you have my eternal gratitude. Ask any boon of me, and I will grant it, no questions asked.”
Ilex blinked, a crooked smile tilting his swollen lips. “I need nothing, no repayment. We are kin.”
“Yes, we are.”
“You look fully restored,” Ilex murmured, his lashes fluttering with exhaustion. “It seems Kerrigan is much more powerful than she led us to believe.”
Maksim held up his hands, seeing only a thread-thin scar on his knuckles where she had attached Gregory Simpson’s fingers to Maksim’s hands. The digits even looked like they had always belonged to Maksim, and he felt no difference in the flesh.
“Even as a child, my little witch managed to exceed all expectations. You’ve both exhausted yourselves to see me whole again. If a day comes when you need my help, you have but to ask.”
Even torn to shreds and exhausted, the nod Ilex gave was regal. 
“I would like to return home to my woods as soon as possible. This place is saturated in darkness.”
“Eat. Rest. We will make preparations immediately.”
The lions pushed in moments later: one carrying a bowl of soup, the other a huge bottle of water and a steaming mug of fragrant tea. 
Each had an article of clothing draped over their shoulders, and Maksim excused himself while they settled in to tend Ilex.
Maksim slipped into the bedroom he’d never spent time in, ready to leave this place behind forever, and yet to see the lump Kerrigan made beneath the blankets soothed the ragged edges of his soul. 
He walked around to her side of the bed, sitting down to trace the slope of her cheek, warmth spreading through him to see the little smile that curved her lips.
Lips, soft and sweet. Lips he hadn’t allowed himself to kiss because Kerrigan had been so young. Because he felt like the most perverse creature in the world to be lusting after a child.
Night after night, chained in the dungeon, he’d dreamed of Kerrigan’s lips, smiling, laughing, wrapping around the sugary treats from around the world he brought for her to enjoy, pouting…
There was no longer a reason to resist, and too much time had been stolen from them to waste another moment. 
Maksim braced his hand across her body, bending to slowly rub his mouth across hers, learning the shape of her lips, their warmth, how the soft, pillowy cushions made him ache with the most perfect pain.
 He felt her stir, felt her come awake gently, and tasted her soft murmur of pleasure.
Without lifting his mouth from hers, Maksim whispered, “My sleeping beauty finally wakes.”
“Are you sure? I could still be dreaming,” she answered, her voice thick and husky from sleep.
“Do you feel like you’re dreaming?” He chuckled, his hand finding its way under her soft gray tunic to stroke the silky skin of her hip. 
In slipping her shoes and pants off to put her to bed, Maksim discovered a whole new manner in which Kerrigan had grown up.
The underwear she wore was made of a soft, stretchy fabric edged in lace, black, snuggled between the round globes of her bottom. 
Once he had access to his financial institutions, Kerrigan would be swimming in the sexiest, naughtiest, most expensive lingerie he could procure.
Kerrigan hummed and shifted to her back, reaching up to wind her arms around his neck. 
“Except for the fact that my mouth is painfully dry and my thong is riding up my ass, this is the best dream I’ve ever had.”
Laughter came instantly in answer to her candid response. Maksim lifted her up to settle her across his lap, sliding his fingers beneath the band of her thong and down the curve of her bottom, hissing softly when she lifted up to allow him to pull the material free from between her cheeks.
He felt the hint of wet warmth on the fabric, struggling against the urge to slip his hand farther down to sink straight to the source. 
If the way Kerrigan’s blunt white teeth grabbed at her plump bottom lip were any indication, she was hoping he would do exactly what he was thinking.
“It is no dream, love.” Maksim licked at her abused lower lip, wordlessly urging her to release her hold on his prize. “Believe me when I say I want nothing more than to spend all night with you in bed, but I cannot. Not in this house.”
Kerrigan touched a kiss to his jaw, sensually scraping her fingers through his hair. 
“Of course. I understand. Is Ilex back?”
“Yes. He’s about as well off as you are, and as soon as he’s finished getting cleaned up and fed, we’ll be leaving.”
“Sounds good. My coven will be waiting to meet you, but if you need some time, if you want to go somewhere else, just us, that’s fine with me too.”
Maksim shook his head and shifted to hug her closer. “I will need to contact my people to let them know I’m alive and well, but I want to meet your family, your sisters. I want to see where you’ve lived, the business you’ve built, your home. All of it.”
Her smile was beautiful, like the moon rising on a cloudless night. 
“Okay. I need to wash up and get dressed, then I’ll be ready to go. How do you feel? Does anything hurt?”
Maksim turned his face into the stroke of her fingertips around his eyes, flexing his fingers for her when she inspected his hand. 
“I feel good, no pain.”
“You’re still hungry, though, aren’t you?”
He shrugged, touching a kiss to the center of her palm. “I am not starving. I can wait.”
When she tipped her head to the side, his newly seated fangs gave a rabid throb, saliva pooling immediately in his mouth to taste the ambrosia of her blood.
“I feel much better, I can—”
“No.” Maksim hugged her tighter to soften the harshness of his refusal. “Not until I know beyond a shadow of a doubt you’re completely recovered after everything you’ve done. I will wait.”
Kerrigan made a sound of extreme displeasure but didn’t press him to feed. 
“I’m going to hop in the shower then. Want to join me?”
He pulled in a slow, deep breath. Not because he needed air to breathe, but because he wanted the smell of her permeating him, inside and out. 
His hands were full of her soft, warm skin, the echo of her heartbeat softly pulsing in his ears. Every moment of every day for the last twelve years, he focused on the moment when he would break free of the Silver Wives and find Kerrigan.
Her face, her beautiful smile, and the sweet joy of her laughter had been his totem. Her words of love, the spell she cast to keep him alive. 
He was so tempted to give into his own needs, to claim her in all ways as a triumphant way to wipe a decade’s worth of horror and torment from this house. A beautiful, blissful way to erase what Vivica had done to them.
Maksim was silent long enough to make the brightness of Kerrigan’s smile falter. “Too soon. Got it. No worries.”
She tried to brush off her invitation and apologized, but the uncertainty that twisted through her eyes was impossible to miss. 
“Mark me, Kerrigan. I have waited and dreamed of making you mine from the first moment you turned your big, beautiful eyes my way and fearlessly demanded to know if you were safe with me.
“This house is saturated with evil, and I want us gone from here, away from the memories of what we both endured at the hands of the Silver Wives so badly I will deny us both the pleasure of bathing with you in order to hasten our departure.”
Compassion flooded her expression instantly, her fingers twisting and combing gently through his hair. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t think—”
Maksim leaned in to silence her with a deep, hungry kiss. She fed him eager, intoxicating sounds, opening her mouth to the press of his tongue, tightening her arms around his shoulders as she rocked up on her knees to plaster herself against his chest.
When they parted, she was quivering and panting to catch her breath, her cheeks flushed, lips red and swollen, eyes dazed and sparkling. 
The scent of her arousal was so thick in the air he could taste it, her heartbeat hammering within the thick vein pulsing in her throat. His fangs and cock throbbed in time, both appendages furiously demanding to be sheathed in Kerrigan’s soft, tender flesh.
Control on the verge of shredding like wet paper, Maksim gently pulled away, certain if he’d been forced to suffer this kind of torture for years on end, he would have broken. 
Pain meant nothing, but denying himself, denying his Bride, was the cruelest form of punishment he could imagine.
“Take your shower, love. I want to leave this place and never return.”
She nodded, licking her swollen lips before shakily untangling herself from his embrace. He helped her stand, making sure she was steady on her feet before reluctantly letting her go. She gave him a shy smile, reaching up to unclasp the necklace he’d given her,
“Will you hold this for me?” she murmured, cheeks flushed with warmth, sighing when he held out his hand to take it. 
The beads clicked together as she spilled it carefully into his hand, leaning in for one more sweet kiss before retreating.
Maksim bit back a groan when she turned and walked away, reaching down to adjust the iron bar in his trousers at the sight of her long, pale legs bare from ankle to ass, the cheeks of her backside peeking devilishly out from beneath the hem of her tunic.




CHAPTER ELEVEN



Three hours later and a pit stop at a large gas station to let Maksim grab a snack, Doyle turned onto the driveway that would take Kerrigan home. They’d barely left the main road before Ilex was wide awake and wanting to be let out, clearly dead set on getting home to his own cabin as fast as possible. Reece gave Kerrigan a look that was rife with unspoken concern.
As gently as possible to keep from offending his male sensibilities, Kerrigan played the only card she had. 
“If we just toss you out here to let you walk all the way home, Ivy will have my ass, and you know it’s not good for her to be upset right now. Let Reece and Doyle drive you.”
Ilex gave her a look that said he saw right through her. “Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to upset my delicate sister, would I?”
“Nope!” Kerrigan answered with a sunny smile. “I could even tell Juliet you’re terribly ill and don’t want Ivy to know about it. She’ll run right over and spend all night fussing over you if you’d like her to.”
It was cute to see the son of a forest god blush, and for a minute, it looked like Ilex might take her up on the offer to help get things moving between him and Juliet. 
But then he winced in pain and shook his head carefully. “I would prefer to spend the rest of the evening in solitude. If you wouldn’t mind, Doyle, I believe a ride home would be much appreciated.”
“No problem, bro.” Doyle looked over his shoulder at Kerrigan and gave her a lift of his chin. “You need us for anything else?”
Maksim shook his head when Kerrigan looked his way. “No, we got it from here. My Jeep is parked behind the shop. It feels really inadequate after what happened the last few days, but thank you, all of you, for helping us.”
“That’s what friends are for, sweetness,” Reece told her with a wink.
Maksim helped her out of the truck, lifting his hand to Doyle when he waved, standing there in the dark with her while the taillights disappeared around the bend. 
Maksim made no attempts to go anywhere; he simply stood and held her hand, his face lifted toward the breeze. In the pale glow of the security lights at the back of the coven shops, Kerrigan could see the peaceful expression he wore as he inhaled slowly.
Kerrigan waited, wondering what he was thinking, what the wind on his face must feel like after being a prisoner for twelve years. 
She tried to look through his eyes—metaphorically speaking—at the wooded land she’d come to call home.
It was just after midnight; the sky was an inky blanket of stars, not a cloud to be seen. It smelled like the first days of winter; cold, crisp, and a little damp. A perfect backdrop for the scent of Ivy’s night-blooming flowers.
Maksim gently squeezed her hand to keep from startling her when he finally spoke. 
“How far is your home from here?”
“Not far. Less than a half-mile that way.” She pointed down the shadowy road to the right, seeing the lights glint off his eyes.
“If you aren’t too tired, I would very much like to walk.”
“I’m not tired at all. Let me just drop my bags in my car.” Maksim kept pace with her, releasing her hand only long enough for her to open the back hatch and drop her stuff, giving her time to snatch up one of Rowena’s Never-Cold cloak pins to stick into the lapel of her coat.
It was windy and nippy out, and as soon as she stuck the pin through the fabric of her collar, toasty warmth spread across her torso. 
“I have an extra blanket in the car if you’re cold.”
Maksim only had a zip-up hoodie on over a thermal shirt, but he shook his head at the offer of another layer. 
“No, thank you. The chill in the air feels wonderful.”
She took the hand he held out and started to stroll with him up the newly scraped driveway. 
Their path was perfectly illuminated by the moon overhead. It was huge, almost full, reminding her she had work to do tomorrow night.
“It’s very peaceful here. Quiet,” Maksim murmured, looking up at the canopy of trees that swallowed them, settling into the darkness with an audible sigh of pleasure.
Kerrigan leaned her head on his arm, tucking her free hand into the warmth of her coat pocket. 
“I would have thought you’d gotten sick of peace and quiet.”
“Love, there’s peaceful quiet, and then there’s unnerving silence broken only by the occasional scratch of rat claws across the stone and your own sounds of pain. The rats stop coming eventually, once they realize they’ll become a tasty snack should they get close enough, and then all there is, is silence.”
He spoke about his time in the dungeon—as a wizened mummy, so hungry he ate the rats that got too close to him—like it had been all just been one big joke.
“Maks—”
“All things considered, it really wasn’t that bad.”
“Wasn’t that bad?” Kerrigan echoed dully, choking on her guilt. 
She clung to his hand with both of hers to dispel the memory of touching his paper-thin skin, unable to help the way her imagination ran wild with what it must have felt like to feel himself withering away, day by day, until all he could do was lie there and let the rats crawl over him, taking sips of life from those disgusting little vermin until they learned to stay away from the starving predator. 
Her breath turned white in front of her, and despite the warmth of her coat, she couldn’t stop shivering.
Maksim pulled her to a stop, carefully spinning her around to face him. He splayed his palm against her low back, keeping her tucked in tight against him, brushing at the tears she hadn’t realized she’d been crying with tender kisses.
“I should not have been so cavalier, please stop crying.”
Kerrigan bit down on her bottom lip to stop it from trembling. With his dark hair and pale olive complexion, the green eyes she’d chosen for him were beautiful, but she missed the deep Prussian blue she remembered. 
Even still, he looked at her with the same expression of calm, steadiness.
“I failed you when I brushed aside your concerns about the lengths your parents were willing to go to use you for their gain. All that happened after was because of my arrogance. 
"I came for you and walked right into a trap. I saw you struggle, I watched you fight, and with every fiber of my being, I believe if there had been a way to free us both, you would have done it.”
Kerrigan opened her mouth to tell him how sorry she was for failing him. How sorry she was she’d been too weak then to stop what Vivica and her parents had planned, but Maksim pressed a finger to her lips and shushed her.
“There was nothing you could do.” He pressed a kiss to her temple and stepped around to hug her back against his chest, his wicked, velvety voice whispering across her ear. “Listen, love, and try to let it go. For me, hmm?”
Kerrigan shivered now for a different reason, but Maksim’s arms were solid around her, one cinched across her belly, the other around her shoulders to keep her close.
“There’s a nest of rabbits over there in the roots of that tree. There’s a rhythm of insects harmonizing, and up ahead, I can hear the hum of voices. I can hear water and a deer splashing into the stream to drink, and above it all I can hear your heart beating. It’s the most beautiful sound in the world.”
Kerrigan blew out a shaky breath and nodded, letting her head fall back on his shoulder, “I never thought I’d be here with you.”
“It was only a matter of time, love.”
She turned around with the intention to kiss him under the moonlight, but Juliet’s voice cut through the night with all the subtlety of a sonic boom.
“SHOULD ASTRID PORTAL YOU SOME RUBBERS OR WHAT?”
Kerrigan hissed with her lips barely brushing Maksim’s, regretting not taking a little more time for themselves. 
“That would be Juliet.”
“NEVERMIND! I FORGOT, VLAD SHOOT BLANKS! CAN I OPEN THE WINE?”
Maksim was grinning from ear to ear, clearly amused by her craziest sister’s complete and total lack of a filter. Kerrigan dropped back down to her heels and let her head fall forward against Maksim’s chest. 
“You’ll have to excuse her; she was born without a filter.”
“I am eager to meet your family, love. Filter or no.”
*****
Her house was gorgeous.
Walking up the lane to see the beautiful black and white two-story modern Tudor was exactly how she’d imagined it, and Kerrigan couldn’t believe it was so close to being finished. 
She loved the black frames of the windows, the steep gables of the black roof, the grand entryway painted black, all against the backdrop of the pristinely white house. 
The lights were on, the warm glow spilling out into the darkness of the night, the scent of something delicious wafting out through the open kitchen windows. 
It looked like… home.
“It’s a beautiful house,” Maksim said appreciatively.
Kerrigan wrapped her hands around his bicep, smiling up at him so wide it made her cheeks ache. 
“You think so?”
“Most definitely. Is that a graveyard over there?”
She looked over to the left of the property. Six hundred feet away, the moonlight glinted off the wrought iron fence that surrounded the Little family plot. 
The beautiful headstones were sheltered beneath a pair of towering oaks, and after choosing the land, Kerrigan made sure to sit down with Rowena’s ancestors to ask their permission to build near their resting place. 
They happily agreed, and Kerrigan promised to keep the graveyard clean and well-kept for the rest of her days.
“It is, but the spirits there won’t bother us. They’re at peace and resting comfortably. I um, I do upon occasion attract the random ghost when my emotions are running high, but I swear I’ll keep them out from now on.”
Maksim hummed an affectionate sound and smiled down at her. 
“I trust you will.”
Kerrigan wanted to ask him if he could picture himself living a quiet country life here, or if the city and its noisy hustle and bustle were more his style, but the wide glass door opened, and a gaggle of witches spilled out onto the porch.
“Welcome home!” Rowena greeted with a wide smile, wearing paint-speckled yoga pants and an old shirt that read, Witch Please.

They all wore junk clothes and had paint flecks decorating their hands and faces. It was obvious they’d been working inside the house too, getting it ready so Kerrigan had a place to bring her man for some much-needed privacy.
When Kerrigan said, “Thank you,” she hoped they understood it was for more than just helping to get the house put together. 
A wild mix of happiness and gratitude spun Kerrigan around in circles, and all she could do was sigh and lean on Maksim while she stared at her family. 
“Maksim, this is my family.”
“Hello,” he said with an easy smile and a regal nod.
“Welcome home to you as well, Maksim. I’m Rowena.”
Ivy rubbed her cute little baby bump, her green eyes sparkling in the porch lights. “We’re so happy to finally meet you! I’m Ivy.”
“I’m Callie.” The petite alchemist gave a goofy grin and a wave, far more paint splattered than the rest.
“Astrid.” Her cosmic sister was smiling gently, shimmering softly in the moonlight.
Maksim greeted each one with a nod, turning his attention to where Juliet stood, hugging one of the wide columns. 
Kerrigan was surprised by the pinched look on Juliet’s face, the smile she wore obviously forced, her gaze just shy of being outright hostile.
“You must be Juliet,” Maksim said with genuine warmth.
“We’ve met,” Juliet replied coolly.
Everyone turned to look at her, but Kerrigan glanced up at Maksim. His head cocked to the side, his brow furrowed in what seemed like genuine confusion. 
“Have we? Forgive me, I don’t recall—”
“It was a long time ago,” Juliet clipped out, dismissing him with a rude flick of her lashes. “Where’s Ilex?”
Kerrigan struggled to understand when and how Juliet had met Maksim and what could have happened to make Juliet behave so coldly when just a few minutes ago she’d been all smiles and teasing. 
“Reece and Doyle drove him home. But he didn’t want—”
“I’ll go check on him. Glad you made it home safe.” Juliet threw her legs over the porch rail and hopped down, striding off into the dark with a wave of her hand and a brusque, “Later,” when Rowena called after her in confusion.
Kerrigan folded both her hands around Maksim’s, murmuring an apology for Juliet’s behavior. Maksim leaned in to brush a kiss across her temple. 
“It’s alright. I honestly don’t remember having met your sister before, but that doesn’t mean we haven’t.”
“It’s not alright,” Rowena insisted with a huff, but she shrugged it off and moved out of the way. “We’ll deal with it another time. Come inside out of the cold. There’s hot chocolate on for you and some snacks downstairs in the mini-fridge, Kerrigan. 
"The basement is all fixed up as a temporary bedroom. It’s soundproof, and there aren’t any windows, so you can rest easy tomorrow, Maksim.”
“Thank you for all your efforts, ladies. Please forgive me if I seem aloof in the coming days; it has been some time since I conversed with anyone of importance.” 
Despite his formal speech, Maksim was nothing if not charming. He had all the girls smiling in no time.
“Don’t even worry about it.” Callie sighed with a dreamy smile. “I’m sure we’d all be a little off-kilter after having been a prisoner for so long.”
Rowena started passing out coats and hats, marshaling the troops to move out. 
“I expect both of you will be sleeping all day tomorrow, so text me some measurements, Kerrigan, and I’ll have some clean clothes waiting. If you need anything, you know where we are.”
Kerrigan hugged each one of her sisters as they left and waved when they drove off in Rowena’s SUV. 
When they were gone, she looked up to find Maksim smiling crookedly at where the car had disappeared, his gaze warm and appreciative when he looked down at her.
“I remember hearing about these women during your school years. I am glad you kept them close.”
“Me too. Do you want to go inside? Or we can stay out here until the sun comes up.” Kerrigan shrieked the last word as Maksim bent and scooped her up into his arms. 
He chuckled when she grabbed at his shoulders, carrying her up the porch stairs and through the open front door.
“We must keep up with tradition,” he told her with a wink. She almost asked which tradition, but then like an idiot, recalled the human superstition of carrying the bride across the threshold to keep evil spirits from entering the house. 
He set her down on her feet a few steps past the entry, giving her a soft, tender kiss before looking around at what would soon be their home.
If he liked it, that is.
Kerrigan suddenly found herself nervous he wouldn’t, wondering what was on his mind as he studied the interior. 
It was cool enough to warrant at least a thick sweater inside, the walls unfinished and open to the studs all the way from the front door through the open space that was the living room and kitchen.
“I picked the open floor plan because I feel like I’ve spent the last twenty-three years in a dorm.” Maksim gave her a penetrating stare that made her feel the need to continue babbling.
“The kitchen will stretch out along either side at the back of the house, breakfast nook over there in the bump-out that looks out on little reflection pool. There’ll be a big fireplace here between these windows, couches, and chairs. Upstairs is the master.”
He followed behind her on her way up the unfinished stairs, his fingers tangled with hers. 
“I loved the way Uriah situated the upstairs of his home, so I asked for something similar. The master will be on the left, one guest room, and an office to the right, with a small library up here on the landing.”
Maksim was smiling as she described the home she’d built for herself, looking around with curiosity while she pointed out where everything ought to go, following her back downstairs. 
“Under the staircase, here, I asked Uriah to make me a secret door that goes down to the basement.” 
There was a temporary handle drilled into the sub-flooring, but when it was finished, the hatch would pop up with the push of a secret button. “After the flooring gets put down, you won’t even know this door is here.”
“Clever.” Maksim beat her to pulling the handle, and immediately the soft, warbling sound of Astrid’s meditation music greeted them. 
Eager to see what had been done to the space, Kerrigan skipped down the stairs and was wowed by what greeted her.
The basement walls were painted white, all except for the accent wall directly behind the luxuriously large king-size bed. Soft, gentle light came from the hooded sconces on either side of the bed, making the fluffy white comforter and mounds of comfortable looking pillows all that more inviting. 
With the backdrop of the black wall covered in a hazy waterfall of gray, silver, and white, it looked like the girls had somehow managed to paint smoke.
The concrete floor had been covered with recycled hardwood, stained black, and she knew from discussions with Uriah that there would be radiant heat coils beneath to warm the space. 
There were feathery green ferns and climbing vines situated in clusters to bring vibrant color into the otherwise monochromatic space. Ivy’s doing, naturally.
There was a makeshift kitchenette set up on a dresser—where her snacks and cocoa waited—and a mini-fridge tucked beneath the staircase. 
She peeked into the bathroom to find it completely finished, with white subway tiles and black fixtures.
“Your family did an exceptional job preparing the space for us.”
His approval made her hope he would want to stay here. “They sure did. I know it’s not a very big house, but I, um, I wasn’t planning on living with anyone ever again.”
Without answering, Maksim went to the kitchenette and put together a big mug of hot chocolate for her. 
“Will you come sit outside with me?”
“Of course. Let’s go out back.” She led the way, thrilled to see the concrete fire pit had been finished and the free-floating wooden deck a few steps out into the grass had also been finished. 
She had plans for movie nights during the summer, projected out there on a big white sheet hung between the trees.
Kerrigan sat on the steps and took the cocoa from Maksim, watching him prowl out around the yard with a steadily growing sense of concern. 
She sipped her cocoa to keep from chattering at him, just because he seemed to be enjoying the quiet. 
Kerrigan watched while he toed off his sneakers and peeled his socks off, wiggling his toes in the frost-covered grass with a quirk of a smile. 
He flexed his hands and tipped his face up to the moon, searching the starry skies.
“Eventually, I will need to contact my people to let them know I haven’t died. We’ll have to go into Manhattan for a time, so I can settle my affairs and decide what to do next, but I would very much like to stay here and recover fully from my internment.”
Kerrigan agreed immediately, honestly not caring where they went, so long as they were together. 
“Whatever you need.”




CHAPTER TWELVE

Maksim was quite literally dead to the world.
It was four in the afternoon, a good five hours until sunset, and Kerrigan could have happily laid there for the rest of those five hours staring at him. 
It was the strangest feeling in the world to wake up with him beside her in bed. The very best feeling, but still, strange.
The need to pee finally overwhelmed her need to stare at her sleeping vampire. He’d told her once that nothing short of a bomb going off would wake him once he succumbed to sleep, but she still eased out of bed one tiny scoot at a time, tucking the blankets back around him to keep the warmth close. 
She didn’t remember falling asleep last night, but clearly Maksim brought her down to their little nest and tucked her in.
It was delightful to feel the warmth on her bare feet as she tip-toed to the bathroom. Kerrigan cleaned up and pulled on a fresh pair of leggings and her favorite wine-colored sweater. 
She would have climbed back in bed to sit beside Maksim until he woke up, but her cell-phone vibrated with a few rapid-fire texts.
One was from someone in Etienne’s employ, reminding her that she hadn’t sent in her weekly progress report.
The next was from Rowena letting her know she’d brought Kerrigan’s Jeep up to the house along with some clothes for Maksim.
The last one was from Juliet. 
I’m sorry I was a dick last night. I figure your dude is gonna be hungry later, so I brought food for you rich in iron. It’s in the kitchen in a cooler.
Kerrigan hurried upstairs in hopes of catching Juliet, tossing Maksim one last look before shutting the trapdoor behind her. She heard a door click and saw a flash of canary yellow.
“Hey, Jules! Wait up.”
Juliet’s shoulders hunched in response to her call. She clearly didn’t want to stop and talk, but Juliet wasn’t a coward. She turned on her clunky heeled boots, her hands shoved deep in her pockets, and Kerrigan saw none of her sister’s usual flamboyance.
Juliet looked exhausted, her eyes were red from crying, and for the first time Kerrigan could ever recall, Juliet’s clothes matched. 
Well, as much as jeans and a baby blue T-shirt under a jean jacket matched. It was all blue, all in the same color family. It made Juliet’s bright yellow hair practically glow in the afternoon sunlight.
“I’ll apologize to your guy later; I really am sorry.”
Kerrigan didn’t give her the chance to run off again, reaching out to hug her best friend, her sister. 
“It’s okay. I’m sorry I never told you about Maksim, and not because of whatever pain it’s causing you. I’m sorry I didn’t ask you for help after I thought I killed him. I was a shitty friend to think I could deal with it all on my own, that you and the others couldn’t possibly understand. Whatever happened, I’m here if you want to talk about it.”
Juliet hugged her back, fisting her hands in the back of Kerrigan’s sweater. 
“I don’t want to make problems with you two.”
“Jules, I’m his Bride. It’s a forever kind of deal, so if we have problems, we have to work them out. Come talk to me.”
Juliet nodded, and they wound up sitting side by side on the back porch, steaming cups of apple cider in hand. It took a long time for Juliet to get to talking, sadness emanating off her like a perfume. 
“I told you before I had a brother, right?”
“You did. He died when you were twelve?”
“Sure did,” Juliet confirmed, loudly sipping at her cider. “He was the favorite in the Van Horn household, something my mother never failed to point out. As a kid, I hated his guts because everything I did—no matter how awesome—always got the brush off when compared to Quentin’s magnificence.
“I remember the day we got news of his death vividly, and not because he was dead. I’d broken my mother’s favorite fairy made crystal glasses because I’d resonated too high trying to work this spell I found that was supposed to make me levitate.
“She was pissed, and as usual, it came off as brutal disdain and the reminder that I’d never be as powerful or as special as my brother. After I rudely told her where to shove those glasses, she sent me to my room to ‘control my outbursts.’ It was late when I heard the doorbell ring, and about five minutes later, the most ungodly screams came from downstairs.”
Kerrigan’s stomach churned, unable to stop the images of Maksim roaming through Juliet’s childhood home, slaughtering her family…
“I ran toward them, because of course that’s what normal kids do,” Juliet drawled sarcastically, shaking her hair back as she swiped angrily at the tears on her cheeks. 
“Mother was practically ripping her hair out and rolling in the fireplace ashes. My father… he just stood there staring at her going insane and didn’t seem to comprehend what was going on. Or care that there were four vampires in the house watching my mom with this aloof indifference, like they saw women lose their minds every day or something.”
Kerrigan experienced an insane amount of guilt for having thought Maksim might have been responsible for committing brutal murder and an equal amount of relief to know he hadn’t.
“I kept asking my dad what was happening, and he turned to look at me, but he didn’t seem to see me. I was invisible, like normal. Your man was the only one who seemed to have an ounce of compassion for the kid in the room who had no idea what the hell was going on. He was wearing a gray suit and a really beautiful green tie. I remember he smelled really good.”
Juliet slid a sidelong glance her way, as though Kerrigan would be mad that Juliet said Maksim smelled good. How could she be mad? It was true. 
“It’s the soap he used. It’s made with clove, cognac, and amber. Every time I smelled someone smoking clove cigarettes, I thought about him.”
“Yes! Cloves! Me too,” Juliet agreed with an expressive toss of her hand. “Anyway, he took my hand and led me into another room, got down on one knee, and told me my brother was gone. He told me it was an accident and he had the very best people investigating, but no one ever came back.
“Quentin worked for Maksim’s security company, Armistice. He has some sense of humor picking that name, because it’s a security company that provided seriously violent services upon occasion.
“My brother was supposed to be putting security spells on bank vaults and art museums and diamond exchanges to prevent other witches or magicians from breaking in and stealing shit. All mother talked about was how fantastic it was that Quentin was able to graduate so young and land himself such a prestigious job at age twenty-three.”
Juliet gave a sharp, humorless laugh and shook her head in disbelief.
“He was literally the magical equivalent of an office nerd, and he still managed to die. I was in that house with my perpetually drunk mother, who wouldn’t stop telling me how I’d never live up to how fabulously wonderful my brother was, and my father who couldn’t be bothered to get out of his office chair long enough to do anything but take a piss. Thank the Goddess for the cleaning staff and the cook, or we’d have all starved.”
Juliet went quiet for a time, staring sightlessly out at the woods behind Kerrigan’s house with a disdainful twist of her lips that couldn’t be considered a smile. 
“At thirteen years old, my most fantastic achievement was to bust into the family vault to grab enough cash to pay my tuition and forge both their signatures on the paperwork that sent me to Hagarra. It took my parents two years to notice I was gone, and by the time they did, I was doing so well they figured it was fine to leave me where I was.
“They wouldn’t talk about Quentin, and even though I honestly didn’t know him, he was my brother, I wanted to know what happened to him. I called Armistice over a dozen times to ask where they were at with the investigation, but I only ever got as far as the HR department and was told by some cast iron bitch that no one by the name of Quentin Van Horn worked for the company.
“I couldn’t find a record of Quentin’s employment anywhere, but I knew the head of Armistice wouldn’t have personally come by to tell my parents about his death unless Quentin was someone important to them.
“I tried for years until I hit a dead-end and had nothing else to look for. Then you show up last night with your man, this mysterious guy you never told any of us about, and I was more mad at you for not telling us about him back when I could have gotten answers out of him, which then made me feel like a complete shitheel because you couldn’t have known about my secret obsession any more than I knew about yours.”
Kerrigan opened her mouth to reply to that, but in typical fashion, Juliet changed subjects so fast it was all Kerrigan could do to keep up.
“Ilex refused to see me last night because he wanted to be alone after his werewolf orgy, but I was still worried about his bitch ass, so I slept on Enna’s couch because I was too tired to walk all the way home again.
“I got up and started making breakfast for ALL the guys because they eat like damn rabbits otherwise—which just makes no sense that they’re able to keep looking so svelte and sexy all the time eating nothing but nuts and berries—and Ilex walked in looking fine until he saw me standing in Enna’s seriously tiny kitchen.”
Kerrigan winced as Juliet’s magic started to flare with her wildly churning emotions, the pressure of it feeling like being snapped with rubber bands wherever her skin was exposed. 
Juliet could be as wild and volatile as a hurricane sometimes, but Kerrigan loved that there was no subtext or confusion when it came to Juliet’s feelings.
Sometimes she stewed on things, but she never failed to come back and lay it all out with a blunt, honest explanation of why she was feeling whatever she was feeling. 
Juliet was loud, open, and honest about pretty much everything. She was loyal to the core, she told the truth no matter the cost to herself, and possessed the biggest, most open, loving heart Kerrigan had ever known.
“My big sweater made it seem like I was naked, but I had on socks and boy-shorts, so I understand why Ilex would assume I’d spent the night riding Enna like a pony,” Juliet told her, frustrated tears pouring down her already pale cheeks, so upset that the cider in her cup was boiling. 
“If I’d seen him at Rowena’s stove in nothing but his boxers, I’d assume the two of them had gone a few rounds. But you know I would have asked, right?”
“I do know, yes. Can I take that—” Kerrigan was in the process of reaching for Juliet’s cup when her coven sister exploded into motion, jumping off the porch to pace and wave her hands around. 
Which, of course, meant the boiling hot liquid went everywhere, and Juliet was in such a lather she didn’t notice.
Kerrigan had to fling a quick shield spell up around herself to keep from being splashed. 
That was another great thing about being Juliet’s friend: she always made sure to keep them on their magical toes.
“Well, HE, didn’t ask! He just looked at me like I’d betrayed him or something and stomped out without saying a word, and of course, I went after him to tell him to stop acting like a complete dick, but he did that thing where he’s there one second, and then he’s half-a-mile away the next.
“Enna said it’s some Green Man fairy shit, but fuck him, because he was the one who came out of the shower in nothing but a towel right at that precise moment, like he’d been waiting to make it look like we’d been banging! And while we’re on the subject, how come you never told me you were banging a vampire?”
Kerrigan choked on the sip of her cider, waving her hand uselessly in front of her face as she coughed to get the burn of cinnamon out of her nose. 
“Seriously?”
“Yes, seriously!” Juliet declared, throwing in a foot stomp that set off a shower of magenta sparks. “When we were dealing with Ivy’s prick father, you told us all how the Silver Wives had fucked with you and what they made you do, but you didn’t say anything about him being a vampire.”
Kerrigan thought back on that day when Abel came to the coven house with news the Silver Wives had been taken out and shook her head, staring into the depths of her half-empty cup.
“I didn’t hold back that detail on purpose. At the time, we had bigger problems. It was all I could do to tell everyone about my experience with the Wives and not fall apart, and it was easy to let myself fade into the background while we dealt with Uriah’s memory loss and Ilex’s weirdly formal request to stay here and get to know Ivy.”
“Then why didn’t you say anything while we were in school?” Juliet pressed.
Kerrigan gave a weak shrug, drawing in a deep, lung burning breath of cold winter air. 
“Mostly because I was enjoying what felt like my rebellion against my parents’ insistence that I get ready to do the Pairing Ritual, and because living in the same room with six girls made it hard to keep anything private.
“And… after he died, all I had were my memories of him. I was terrified if I shared them, it meant I’d start moving on somehow. You know? They were all I had, and I couldn’t give them to anyone else.”
Juliet gave a hugely annoyed huff, throwing herself back down beside Kerrigan. 
“I get it. I didn’t share about my brother for the same reason. Finding out what happened to him was all I had of someone I barely knew.”
They sat together quietly for a few minutes, each of them lost in thought, and then Juliet reminded Kerrigan she hadn’t answered her question. 
“You don’t have to tell me details, although you know I love a good’n dirty list of details, but c’mon! What’s it like to get busy with a mostly dead guy? I’ve always been curious to know if a vampire has to have a certain amount of blood volume to get it up.”
Even used to Juliet’s unfiltered questions and never-ending curiosities about sex, Kerrigan turned nine shades of red. 
“I wouldn’t know.”
“About the blood volume?”
“About any of it. We didn’t before, and we haven’t—”
“What?” Juliet drew out the word with an incredulous wheeze, her eyes wide with disbelief. “Not at all?” 
Kerrigan shrugged, refusing to be embarrassed about not having had actual sex with her vampire mate. 
“Are you one hundred percent sure he’s not gay?”
“JULIET!”
“What? Come on! It’s been twelve years since the last time you were together, and I remember how prissy you were about sex back then. You’re telling me he didn’t jump on you for a ride to pound town the second he could?”
Kerrigan gave Juliet the look she deserved for being so crude, but Juliet had no shame. Literally. None. 
“He was a mummy two days ago, and I had to open a vein about ten times to collect enough blood to revive him. Then we spent a few super romantic hours in the morgue where I cut into him and used necromancy for the first time since school.
“Then, after summoning a dead guy’s spirit and asking for permission to desecrate his body, I pulled eyeballs out of his corpse and cut off five of his fingers to repair the damage Vivica Price inflicted on Maks. To really make our reunion sexy, I passed out for a full twenty-four hours.”
Juliet grunted ruefully “I see how that might put a damper on sexy time. What’s with the shield?”
“You were slinging boiling hot cider everywhere.”
With a surprised flutter of her lashes, Juliet looked at the mug she’d apparently forgotten she was holding. 
“Oh. Oops. Sorry.”
“No problem. I can summon Quentin for you, you know that, right?”
“I guess we could try.” Juliet sighed, raking her hand through her yellow hair. “My mom hired Horatio Pommeroy to get in touch, but for some reason, Quentin never showed. So I don’t think my brother is interested in communicating.”
Kerrigan snorted derisively and finished off the last of her lukewarm cider. Horatio Pommeroy. What a joke. 
“I hope your mom didn’t break the bank buying his services. Pommeroy puts on a really good show, and he has a lot of knowledge about the Nether-realms that makes him sound super-intelligent, but he couldn’t summon the ghost of his last fart. 
"He’s an Illusionist with a really great publicity agent. I have a scheduled summoning tonight, but get me something of your brother’s, and I’ll get him here.”
“Easier said than done,” Juliet muttered with a rude hand gesture. “Mom has all his shit locked up in the big house like some shrine, and I haven’t been home since I was fourteen. As you know, we’re not on speaking terms after I completely ruined my life by joining this terribly gauche little coven.”
“I bet your mother and mine could be best friends.” Kerrigan looked at Juliet. Juliet looked at her, and both of them burst out laughing.
“I could see it.” Juliet giggled. “Between the two of us disappointing daughters, they’d have so much to talk about.”
Kerrigan curled her arm around Juliet’s shoulder. 
“I’ll ask Maks why he dropped the ball after making you a promise.”
“That’ll probably be easier than getting something from my mom,” Juliet agreed ruefully.
“Probably so. About your other dilemma. Um, considering I’ve spent the last years of my life pining for the same guy, I’m not exactly the best person to give relationship advice, and I know patience isn’t really your favorite thing, but maybe you should just give Ilex some space to work out that he’s being a dick.”
“Well, you’re not wrong about my problem with patience.” Juliet made a face and heaved a sigh, drawing her legs up to hug her knees to her chest, staring out into the deepening shadows as the sun began its descent.
Kerrigan hated to see her vibrant and wild sister look so miserable, and she was surprised, after having seen the tender way Ilex had spoken to Juliet over the phone, that he would react so badly as to have left without letting Juliet explain why she was in another man’s kitchen.
Kerrigan always felt a bit wary of spending any amount of time with Enna. 
The Fae warrior hadn’t ever done anything to give Kerrigan a reason not to feel safe around him, and Uriah certainly wouldn’t have tolerated Enna’s presence had he sensed anything untoward about the guy.
Ivy was pregnant now, Uriah’s entire world, and he had already proven he was willing to die to protect his mate, but something about the dark-haired, dark-eyed Fae left Kerrigan uneasy.
In Juliet’s position, Enna’s couch would have been her very last choice. 
“The annual Black Jade Adventure Race is coming up next month.” Juliet finally sighed. “I was going to put it off in favor of hanging around to do something about the sexual tension between Ilex and me that’s left me strung tighter than piano wire, but missing out on the challenge and the prize for a guy who walks out without so much as a ‘fuck you’ is so basic. I ain’t no basic witch!”
Every year since Juliet had hit seventeen, she’d trained and participated in endurance races against other teams of supernatural creatures in a trek across some of the most hostile, unforgiving places on the planet for magical and cash prizes.
It didn’t matter the season or the weather, the Black Jade company held two extreme survival races a year exclusively for supernatural racers across a grueling eighteen days. 
The winter race was fast approaching, and Juliet had been training every day in preparation, long before having met Ilex.
Kerrigan didn’t say it, but she agreed it was dumb to give up something that clearly meant a lot to Juliet for a guy she didn’t have an actual relationship with.
“What’s the prize this year?”
Juliet gave a careless shrug. “Some super rare alchemical ingredients and a book of spells that would be a great birthday present for Callie, but honestly, I’m just looking to kick that Mongolian team of freaking pumas and their shaman squarely in the balls. They beat my team by twenty minutes last year, and you can’t convince me those pussies didn’t cheat!”
Juliet’s vehement declaration made Kerrigan smile. 
“The venue?”
“From the Mediterranean to the Atlantic, via the Sahara desert.”
Kerrigan whistled in amazement, trying to imagine Juliet trekking through the endless shifting dunes. 
“That’s a lot of sand. Hot freaking sand.”
Juliet’s answer was to laugh. “I’ll take sand over snow any day. It’ll be a good trek, and if I’m honest, I’ve been looking forward to it all year.”
“Then you definitely shouldn’t put it off.”
“Adventure waits for no man!” Juliet stated decisively, as she stood up and dusted off her butt. “Especially a man moodier than a hurricane over the ocean. Alright. Decided. Done. I’m going. We’ll hook up after I get back to summon Quentin. Good talk, Ker.”
She smiled and got up to hug her friend, her sister. “You’ll make a list like usual of things we can do to help you prepare and survive?”
“Absolutely. I’m gonna beat those Mong-holes like a drum this year!” Juliet whooped right in her ear, giving Kerrigan a rib crushing squeeze. 
“I’m booking a flight to Nevada tomorrow and getting my Mojave on.”
“That’s the spirit!” Kerrigan laughed, glad to see a spring in Juliet’s step as she headed out.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN



For the first time in too many years to count, Maksim felt the setting of the sun and came awake, refreshed after a deep and peaceful sleep. Instead of the dank, disgusting smell of his prison, he smelled clean linens, rosemary, and the softer scent of lilacs and jasmine.
He opened his eyes to pink light put off by the strange lamp on the bedside table, taking a moment to appreciate being able to see by studying its raw edges. 
There was a gentle rush of sound followed by careful footsteps that made him lift his head from the comfortable pillow, just in time to see Kerrigan tiptoe down the stairs with a stack full of clothes and a leather toiletry bag balanced in her arms.
Maksim watched her every move, in awe of the way her face immediately lit with joy to see him awake. 
She skipped across the floor to him, setting the clothes down on the end of the bed, climbing up to brush her fingertips across his brow, brushing the hair from his forehead.
“How are you feeling?”
Maksim took her hand, turning his mouth to her wrist to feel the throb of her pulse in the delicate veins just below her skin. It felt real, undeniably real, but he had to be sure.
“Better than I have in a very long time. Kiss me.”
Kerrigan didn’t hesitate for even a millisecond. Her kiss was gentle, loving even. He hugged his arms around her and pulled her down on top of him, all but forcing her to accept the aggression suddenly coursing through him.
He needed to feel the press of her body against his, to feel the heat of her, to be overwhelmed by the smell of lilacs. 
Maksim needed so badly for this to be real he took control of the kiss he’d asked for and didn’t even feel his fangs slice into his tongue as he ruthlessly shoved it past Kerrigan’s lips without an ounce of finesse.
She softened with a little moan, and he felt the hard tips of her nipples spearing into his chest. She wiggled to get closer, as though trying to become part of him.
Kerrigan made the sexiest sound of denial when he pulled back; her lips reddened with his blood, swollen and shiny from his frantic kiss. 
Her eyes were hazy with desire; the feeling that spiked through him, watching her lick his blood from her lips… this, was real. He wasn’t asleep, chained in the darkness alone.
“Will you kiss me awake every day, so I know I’m not dreaming?” The words slipped out before Maksim could call them back.
Understanding spread across her expression, and electricity sizzled down his spine as she carded her fingers through his hair. “I promise.”
Maksim acknowledged the fact that his Bride would be the only one he could ever say something like that too and not be seen as weak. 
“I brought you some stuff, and unfortunately, a small bit of bad news. Well, two small bits.”
Maksim sat up against the headboard, urging her to cuddle in against his chest. Her skin was so wonderfully warm, and he couldn’t keep from slipping his hands beneath her sweater to touch the smooth expanse of her back. 
He buried his nose in her hair, rubbing his cheek across the soft strands, soaking her into his pores.
“Tell me.”
She tipped her head back on his shoulder with a hum, stroking her hand up and down his arm, seemingly every bit as intent on touching him as he was with her. 
“I’ve got this client I have to do some work for tonight.”
“That’s hardly bad news, love. I would greatly enjoy watching you work.”
Her shy smile made the blood in his veins simmer with lust. 
“It could take a while.”
Maksim lifted a strand of her black and silver hair to coil around his finger, studying the gradient colors and how it seemed to suit her. 
“I have time. What’s the other bit?”
“Juliet told me how you two met.”
He patiently waited for her to continue, enjoying all the many sensations of being able to touch her again.
“You came to her house to give her parents the bad news that their son, Quentin Van Horn, died while working for your company.”
His brows pulled together in thought, seeking back across his memories. He remembered Quentin; he vividly remembered the night he’d come to the boy’s house to give them the news.
The mother’s wailing had been loud and dramatic enough to wake the dead. The father stood there, numb, deaf to his wife’s pain and to the frightened call of a little girl in navy blue pajamas. 
From what little Quentin had talked about his family, Maksim knew the small girl with dark brown hair and huge blue eyes shimmering with tears was Quentin’s sister.
“I’ve seen my fair share of death, but I’d never come across a little girl who handled it better than her parents. The two of them were utterly useless, acting as though she wasn’t even there. 
"Once she understood why her mother was scratching at her own face and rubbing ashes in her hair, Juliet looked past me at her parents with a sad sort of resignation. 
"She asked me when to expect her brother’s body, so the family lawyer could start the funeral preparations. She couldn’t have been more than ten or twelve years old.”
Kerrigan traced a patch of scar tissue on his chest. “Did you ever find out what happened to Quentin?”
Maksim opened his mouth to say yes, his frown deepening when he realized no, he hadn’t. 
“I left it to an investigative team to handle. I don’t recall ever hearing anything else about it.”
“Well, Juliet says no one ever came back to tell her or her family what happened.”
A slither of anger sullied the pleasure that came from having Kerrigan in his arms, and instead of looking forward to watching her work her magic, he thought about how he’d been so busy running his company; he’d broken a promise to a little girl who’d been completely alone. 
All things considered, Juliet’s reaction to seeing him again had been rather sedate.
Maksim turned to press a kiss to Kerrigan’s forehead. 
“I should have handled it personally. I will now. As soon as I make contact with my people, it will be my first order of business.”
“We never talked about your people or your business before. It’s a security company called Armistice?”
“It is.” Maksim regretted not having told Kerrigan about the other half of his life for so many reasons. 
She’d been so very young; he hadn’t believed she would still look at him the way she was now had she known the extent of his business. 
“You could call it the family empire, as it’s been in the hands of my maker’s progeny, one way or the other, since before I became a vampire. I took control from one of my brother’s over forty years ago.”
Several of his brothers had been unhappy with the change in leadership when Maksim enacted a hostile takeover to prevent his eldest brother, Bronagh, from going to war with one of the other vampire factions in New York over an imagined slight. 
Bronagh had been the one to kill their maker and hadn’t been in his right mind since then.
Depending on which of his brothers had taken Maksim’s place after his disappearance, Maksim’s attempt to reach out to let his people know he was alive could be met with an army of soldiers with orders to kill.
Kerrigan distracted him from that concerning line of thought by touching a butterfly kiss to his jaw. 
“What’s that face for?”
He gave himself a mental shake to offer her a smile. “Just wondering which one of my brothers is in charge now. My maker was not known for choosing gentlemen.”
“Oh, really? Because I recall several years of an insane level of gentlemanly behavior from someone who looked an awful lot like you.” Her playful teasing was accompanied by a sassy little smirk.
Maksim certainly didn’t feel much like a gentleman, but an obnoxious sound—like that of a goat being spit-roasted alive—came from the general vicinity of Kerrigan’s backside. 
She swore a string of blistering curses after pulling her rather fancy cell phone from a pocket, her thumbs flying over the screen with a fierce scowl, muttering anatomically impossible suggestions the entire time.
Kerrigan finished her reply with a decisive stab, shaking the device at him warningly. “When we get you one of these, don’t ever give anyone your number except for me. It’s a damn electronic leash, and every asshole who has your number can grab hold and jerk you around.”
Maksim reached out to stroke his hand down the tail of her messy braid, chuckling as he thought back to the first night he’d met her. 
“You’re far too pretty for such coarse language.”
Her cheeks flushed for reasons other than ire. 
“It’s a habit I’m unlikely to kick at this point.”
“There are worse things.” Maksim shot her a wink. “Who is it that disturbs you?”
Her nose wrinkled up with distaste. “The client I have to do the summoning for. He’s a prissy pain in my ass, but he paid me an exceptional amount of money, and I gave my word. There’s some stuff I have to get from my shop. Care to take a walk with me in the moonlight?”
“I would like nothing more.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Despite the troublesome issues with humans wearing thick scarves around their necks to ward off chills, autumn had always been his favorite season. It was another beautiful night. The moon was exceptionally large, and the light glistened off every drop of water clinging to the autumn leaves from the last rain, making them shine silver.
He savored his sight and the tight clasp of Kerrigan’s hand in his. She wasn’t in a hurry to get to her shop, strolling almost lazily down the lane, content in the silence. The building where she conducted her business came into view, simple in its construction.
There was nothing particularly special about it, other than to say it reminded him of an old western town. 
A single-story row of three separate storefronts, with a fourth in construction, and an angled porch roof that wrapped around all four shops. 
They were whitewashed on the outside, feminine and lovely, with different decals in the window designating which was which.
Kerrigan lifted her free hand to wave through the air, the locks on the doors clicking back to let them in. Candles flared upon their entrance, illuminating the open space done in varying shades of black.
He’d never considered that black could really differ in shades, but her Gothic decor was tasteful and quite lovely. 
The candles were all white, the fixtures gold, the furniture a sturdier Regency reproduction meant to be sat on and enjoyed. 
The photographs on the wall were in black and white, and on every table sat at least one gold vase full of black dahlias.
“Look around; I’ll just be a second.” Kerrigan smiled at him, disappearing behind white fringe curtains separating the front parlor from the back room. 
He noted with some amusement that a stuffed white peacock sat perched atop a black pillar, like a guard at the door.
On the shelves, he found what he would consider a typical display of witchery: tarot decks of a dark variety, a few angelic decks tossed in for posterity. 
Candles in many colors for summoning magic infused with a special announcement in an ornate gold frame that all the herbs were grown on-site by the Blossom Shrine.
There were crystals, talismans, herbs, and other paraphernalia organized by intention. The bookshelf was stocked with all sorts of books pertaining to the afterlife and working with spirits. There were three shelves devoted to breaking or making curses and self-help books for dealing with one’s non-corporeal enemies.
“You have a book called Animals in the Afterlife. Do you have clients seeking the spirits of their deceased pets?” His incredulous question was met with laughter.
“A surprisingly large number, yes.” Maksim abandoned the books in favor of wandering through the lace curtains to the back. 
Kerrigan was in the process of taking random items from a large trunk to a smaller basket. She held up an ornate glass jar filled with what looked like ashes, examining it before adding it to her supplies.
“Why call your business The Last Word?” Maksim called out, tilting his head to read the titles on some of the books.
“My father used to tell me I always had to have the last word, and it was never a compliment. When I was putting it together, I thought about the sort of clientele who would be interested in my particular brand of magic. Most everyone in the history of summoning always has questions for the dead. They want to have closure. The last word.”
“Very clever. And a thumb to the nose for your dad. How is he, by the way?” Maksim had spent many a tortured evening plotting all sorts of revenge on both of Kerrigan’s parents, sure his Bride wouldn’t mind all that much considering what they’d put her through.
Kerrigan collected some white sticks of chalk and a few crystals, shooting him a wicked little smile. 
“Suffering the indignity of indentured service to the obscenely cold, ball-busting woman I hired to run the family winery after I financially ruined my parents. Glenda has turned the place into a raging success—something my father would never have been able to do—and a fact Glenda reminds him of daily, at my behest.
“Dad has no idea I’m the owner of the winery, but the reports I get of his attempts to tell Glenda how to run things and the brutal verbal rebukes she delivers give me great joy. 
"Glenda forces him to accompany her to important functions, and those business partners daddy was so concerned about keeping up appearances with all attend. She introduces him as her flunkie.”
Maksim licked his lips and pulled his hand down his face, the surge of lust he felt so intense it boiled through his veins. 
His stomach knotted with hunger, still not satiated after his prolonged starvation; the thirst made that much worse by the ungodly pride he felt in being able to say the magnificent creature in front of him was his. 
His Bride. His clever, stubborn, vengeful Bride.
She looked up at him through the fringe of her lashes; her red lips curved in a wicked smirk. “Glenda is the offspring of a Nymph and a Fury. Odd combination, but she’s really into wine and busting balls. Great combo, if you ask me.”
“Your retribution is both cruel and satisfying, love. I would simply have destroyed them and missed out on a feast of misery.”
Kerrigan beamed, and all around them, the candle flames speared up to mirror her happiness. 
“Speaking of feasts, are you hungry? I’m all rested up, and the tank is full.”
She tipped her head with an inviting smile, and it was all he could do to keep from falling on her like a fledgling.
As it was, he crossed the distance between them and buried his hands in her hair, the scent of her arousal flaring as soon as he got a good grip. 
He saw her pupils dilate, heard the excited flutter of her heart, and felt her relax in preparation for whatever he was about to do.
The absolute trust she placed in him was unbearably humbling. He bent and pressed the gentlest of kisses to her soft lips. 
Maksim only meant to take a sip, just enough to tide him over for a little while longer, but her murmur of need did him in.
He sank into her, taking kiss after kiss until he couldn’t think about anything but the tight clasp of her arms around his shoulders and the desperately sweet sounds she fed him. 
He had to struggle to remember she needed to breathe, but despite the space between their lips, she held on with surprising strength, refusing to let him get away from her.
“How strenuous will your summoning be tonight?” he asked, unable to keep from touching kisses to her flushed cheeks, feeling the heat of the blood pooling just beneath the delicate skin.
Maksim felt how she trembled, taking one hand from her hair to wrap securely around her waist. 
“I’m… I’m not sure. It depends on how long it takes to find a fragment of the spirit I’m after.”
“Then I will wait until you have completed your work.”
“But if you’re hungry—”
He cut off her protest with another careful kiss, his gums having retreated to allow his fangs as much room as possible to sink into her fragile throat. 
If he kissed her too forcefully, Maksim knew he would slice open her lips.
“If I am on the brink of starvation, love, I will retreat to the house and fetch myself one or two of the blood bags I saw in the refrigerator.” As soon as he said it, his tongue curled with disgust.
Maksim preferred live donors, but he’d taken many a meal from a bag before and got along just fine. After one taste of Kerrigan’s blood—her special, unique blood—the liquid in the plastic bags truly tasted of sour milk. 
He wasn’t even sure it would nourish him anymore, but he might have to make an attempt if the hunger pangs got too great.
He hadn’t shared enough blood with Kerrigan yet to ensure her system was constantly being replenished by what he would take from her. 
After seven to ten exchanges, her body would produce an excessive amount of blood, to the point where she would feel like an over-filled balloon if he didn’t feed from her daily.
“You’re sure?” she pressed, searching his face with a pinch of concern forming between her brows.
Maksim kissed the wrinkle away. “I will be fine until after you’ve finished. Do you have what you need?”
A bit dazed, she smiled at him with a dreamy nod. 
“All I need is you.”
The declaration warmed him in places that had been cold for too long and gave his pride a nice shot of heat. 
“I meant for your spell work, love.”
“Oh, um, yes. We’ll ah… have to walk back up the lane to my folly.”
“Your folly?”
“Mmhm. It’s where I do my big work. The place is warded to the hilt because the girls aren’t big fans of having stray ghosts show up to mouth-breathe at them from the end of their beds.”
“I can’t say I’d be a fan of that either unless you’ve discovered a streak of exhibitionism?”
Kerrigan turned scarlet, stammering and spluttering adorably. 
“I haven’t! And even… even if I did, I certainly wouldn’t want some… some ghost watching us together.”
Her scandalized reaction was precious. So charmingly innocent, he had to tease her. 
“You never know, love. It can be quite erotic to have unseen eyes upon you during your most intimate of moments.”
“Is that so?” she asked with a prim little sniff, passing by with her basket hooked over her arm. “And just how many unseen eyes have been upon you during your most intimate of moments?”
Even he wasn’t stupid enough to answer that question. 
“My mind is fuzzy on the details. Age, you know, it affects the best of us. Let me take that for you.”
Kerrigan let him take the basket, going up on her toes to hiss in his ear. 
“Nice try, old man.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN



The first year after Kerrigan followed Rowena out to her family land in a podunk town in the middle of Nowhere, New Hampshire, Kerrigan struggled to find something to do when she wasn’t summoning ghosts or tracking down obscure books relating to vampires.
Kerrigan felt like she’d been to every antique occult bookstore in the world, and on pure chance, she’d driven through a tiny town on the coast of Maine, where she spotted an antique store advertising rare books.
From the look of it, Kerrigan hadn’t anticipated finding anything special or anything that would help in her search for Maks, but she’d needed to get out and stretch her legs. 
The inside of the shop smelled like musty cupcake-scented mothballs and salt, a typical antique store aroma, and everything around her seemed to have a vaguely nautical theme. Lots of lobster cages and primitive pieces of furniture. 
The collection of books for sale were scattered throughout the shop, and Kerrigan diligently looked at every single one, just in case.
The only book worth anything was a first edition copy of The Count of Monte Cristo. She’d had it in her hands when she walked out into the back yard, stunned by the collection of junk surrounding the most beautiful collection of arched Gothic windows made of white limestone.
The store owner told her they were remnants of an old church that had been demolished to make way for a housing development. 
There were eight windows in total, eight feet wide, ten feet tall, and after purchasing them, the woman told Kerrigan where she could find a plethora of stones that had also come from the church.
Getting the truckload of stone delivered had been almost as expensive as the stone itself but worth every penny. Kerrigan used magic to place each piece, fusing them together with a handy spell, binding them to the ground to ensure the folly would stand for centuries.
The completed folly was thirty feet in diameter with a shallow pool of water inside to act as both a barrier and a conductor, with a large disk made of black granite at the center of the pool. 
Maksim walked the perimeter of her workspace, studying it with an expression of appreciation that made her glow with pride.
“This is beautiful, love.”
Kerrigan beamed as she placed fresh crystals at each of the five stepping stones, lighting candles as she went. 
“Thank you. It’s all that’s left of a Catholic church.”
Maksim’s laugh echoed through the night, clearly enjoying the sweet irony. 
“So what—or who—are you attempting to contact tonight?”
Kerrigan paused in sketching out sigils on river rocks, considering how to answer that without completely violating the NDA she’d signed. 
“A woman who was killed around 1689. I can’t exactly tell you all the particulars, I um, signed a non-disclosure agreement. I’m sorry.”
Maksim shrugged off her apology, slipping his hands into the pockets of his sweatshirt. 
“That’s quite alright. Can you tell me what all these items are for?”
“Of course. Her spirit is in fragments, so I’ve been going on a bit of a fishing expedition. Every fragment I collect, I’ll put in this sapphire.” Kerrigan held it up to let the moonlight dance across the faceted surface.
Maksim gave an appreciative whistle, crouching down to get a closer look at the gem. 
“You said only vampire spirits fragment after death.”
“I did say that,” Kerrigan answered with a smile. It thrilled her to know her work was important enough for him to remember such details.
“So you’re going on a hunt for the fragmented pieces of a female vampire’s spirit, who died around 1689.” Kerrigan couldn’t answer, but he hadn’t actually asked her a question. “Are those her ashes?”
She touched the ornate apothecary jar and wrinkled her nose. “Yep. It’s a first for me, most times I get a necklace or a hairbrush, but it’s made things easier.”
“How so?”
“I’ve been mixing the ashes with anointing oil to paint sigils on my hands. It attracts the fragments the way a candle flame attracts moths.”
Maksim nodded, watching her step out onto the black granite. “Is this what you did when you went searching for my spirit?”
“I didn’t have anything of yours to work with, so it made things difficult, but essentially, yes. I tried so many different combinations and methods. This has kind of become my specialty.”
Her investigative skills weren’t too bad, though she’d rarely had the opportunity to use them for anything other than hunting down random spells or ancient books and items that might help her in her quest. 
But, without the obsessive force driving her to find Maksim, she was free to do something else.
Or not, as she had the money now to ensure she never had to work another day in this lifetime.
“You don’t seem pleased to have a niche.” Maksim’s speculative comment made her shrug, instead, focusing on scooping vampire ashes into a small bowl to mix with oil. 
“How many vampire souls have you successfully pieced together and summoned?”
“Just one,” Kerrigan admitted.
“Anyone I know?” he asked teasingly.
“Yes, actually.”
“Who?”
“Your maker.” Kerrigan slid a glance sideways while mixing the oil and ashes, seeing the naked shock on Maksim’s face while she pretended not to be looking at him. 
“I’m honestly not sure how I did it, other than pure desperation to find any part of you I could. He wasn’t at all helpful, and he kept stringing me along, promising answers in exchange for blood.”
All traces of amusement were gone in the way Maksim stiffened, dropping to one knee so he could reach out and take her chin in his fingers, gentle but firm in the way he made her turn to look at him. 
He searched her face, the candlelight beautifully accenting the sharp angles of his cheekbones, reflecting off his pale green eyes.
“Tell me you didn’t give him what he asked for.”
“Of course not,” Kerrigan assured him gently, turning her chin to press a kiss to his palm. “My blood belongs to you.”
Maksim’s intense stare turned hot and sexy in an instant. His lashes fell to half-mast; his lips parted to reveal the bare tips of his fangs. 
The absolute picture of sensual decadence. 
Kerrigan really didn’t want to work this damn summoning and waste the heat in that look.
“Besides, he was a complete prick, and you should see what happened to the last prick who came around here trying to shake his balls around.”
“Do tell,” Maksim invited with a purr.
“The short version? A forest god came by with the intent to hurt Ivy, lost his head, and got turned into a tree. A really ugly tree that Ilex and his crew pee on practically every day.”
Maksim brushed his thumb across her cheek before dropping his hand. “I am deeply intrigued to hear the rest of that story later.”
“Later,” she agreed and got to work.
*****
The descent was always the same, a grand staircase in her mind that led down into a thick veil of fog and into a quiet, empty space beyond. It felt like walking through a cloud; damp, cold, and almost effervescent.
Unlike traveling the stars with Astrid, sinking into the world below felt more like walking down a dark alley with gargoyles perched high above, watching Kerrigan make her way down the street.
The alley always made her think of a valley. The valley, passing through the shadows of death and all that. 
A transition to get to purgatory. Nothing more than a gray desert that stretched endlessly on without a single star overhead to guide her.
The only landmark in sight was a replica of her folly, something she had painstakingly created in her mind to keep focused and prevent her from getting lost.
With a thought, Kerrigan could change the setting around her, like a backdrop on a stage to be rolled and spun until the correct scene came into view, but unless she was standing in that folly, in that fixed point, she would be lost to wander with the rest of the misplaced souls down here.
As everything she did here happened within the confines of her mind, Kerrigan didn’t consider this an out of body sort of experience. 
If she concentrated, she could feel the weight of the sapphire she held in her hand and the coldness of the granite beneath her butt where she sat in the real world.
This was something of a mind palace. Her consciousness traveled to whenever she went in search of a spirit. She couldn’t count the hours she’d spent in this place, hunting for Maksim, reaching out with every metaphysical bone in her body for a single glimpse of him.
Now he waited for her, watching over her while she worked, and honestly, Kerrigan wanted this to be over as quickly as possible. 
She had other things in mind for tonight, and expending all her energy trying to draw another piece of Cecilie to her was at the very bottom of her list.
She’d told Etienne it would take time, and he wouldn’t know any different. Tonight, she’d give it a token try, and if she didn’t pull a fragment out of the etheric hat, Kerrigan would call it a night.
Stepping up onto the white granite disk in the center of her spirit realm folly, Kerrigan drew in a deep breath and focused on the ether that spun all around her. 
Souls flickered in and out like fireflies, a bright light here and there, or a flash of hazy darkness if the soul was nasty.
Despite the constant bluster of high winds, there was little sound, which made things interesting when she spoke. She might as well have been shouting into the microphone at a soccer stadium, which was fine because it meant her words were impossible to miss by passing spirits.
Kerrigan took a deep breath, ready to place her call, eyes peeled for the pinkish-red flash of the tattered pieces of Cecilie’s spirit, when a dark, melodious voice spoke behind her and made her feel like someone had scraped icy fingers up her spine.
“I’ve been waiting for you, little witch.”
Truthfully, those were the last words any witch ever wanted to hear when visiting the realm of lost souls, and unfortunately for her, the voice was far too familiar. She spun around to face the demon of her own making.
It always struck her as a travesty that someone so evil and depraved could be as young and handsome as he was. Though, it was easier to lure one’s prey when they were too busy checking you out and thinking of sex.
After having met him for the first time, Kerrigan would forever think of Austmathr as the vampire equivalent of an angler fish. 
His attractive features were the glowing light that drew in a victim, blinding them to the row of vicious teeth waiting to rip into their flesh.
In their previous discussion, Austmathr claimed to have been made a vampire sometime between 1200 and 1210 in Byzantium, which put him comfortably past the thousand-year-old, range. 
He remembered his people were Macedonian and had been wealthy, but beyond that, the details of his life as a human were hazy.
Austmathr looked exactly the same as the last time she’d seen him, gaunt and dead, but still undeniably handsome. His face was too narrow to be called classically attractive, but there was an arresting quality to his sharp features.
He looked like someone who’d spent years in the sun, then been closeted away from the light. The faded kiss of sunlight made him seem more alive and less of a living marble statue, like Etienne.
Austmathr’s hair was thick and black, falling around his shoulders in gentle waves. He had what Kerrigan liked to think of as ‘villainous eyebrows.’ Thick and sharply arched over frigid blue eyes, which led Kerrigan to believe there was some Roman or Greek influence in Austmathr’s family tree. 
The only soft things about his face were his thick, feminine lips.
He looked to be in his twenties, broad-shouldered, but lean as a whip. Wiry, even. Certainly not the physically imposing type one would think of when picturing a dangerous predator. Which just stood to make him that much more dangerous.
According to him, it was purely by chance one of his progeny managed to get the drop on him. 
That was the trouble, Austmathr claimed, with choosing the finest warriors. Too often, they rose up to bite the hand that oppressed them.
Gee, what a shocker.
In their short time together, Kerrigan learned Austmathr was cruel beyond measure, with a taste for big, virile warriors, and as twisted as a fairy when it came to words of any kind coming out of his fanged mouth. 
It gave her an unseemly amount of pleasure to mess with him.
“Piss off, Aussie. I don’t have time for you tonight.”
Austmathr slapped the pillar closest to her. “You will make time, foolish girl!”
Kerrigan wanted to rub it in Austmathr’s face that Maksim was waiting for her, but it never did any good to brag. He was too old and much better at playing games than she was.
“No, I won’t. I have a job to do.”
“A job finding the wench who stole a spellbook and a potion for Etienne Rodolpho?” Austmathr hissed with the unnerving expression of a snake about to strike.
Kerrigan let her eyebrows rise in response, neither confirming nor denying her purpose, which made Austmathr spew curses under his breath, pacing back and forth in the most distracting way.
“Do you have any idea what that stupid little imbecile will do with the power to walk in the sun? He already thinks of himself as some sort of king, sitting atop his golden throne—the one he stole from Loius the fourteenth! He will imagine himself king of the vampires when our people have always been governed by a body of elders.
“For certain, many of those decrepit windbags are corrupt, but none of them are so arrogant as to think they can horde the power for themselves and become a solitary ruler. It’s been attempted before and always results in a war so bloody vampire kind are slaughtered nearly into extinction.
“With Etienne at the helm, the destabilization will trickle down to every faction of supernatural creatures, the imbalance so great it will not be undone, and once that painted little prick has finished bringing the vampire nation to its knees, he will seek to take over the rest of you.”
Kerrigan sighed and threw up her hands. She couldn’t concentrate with Austmathr’s energy slapping at her like angry waves against the shore, which meant she was stuck listening to him rant.
“I took the guy’s money and gave him my word—”
“So now you are a whore for hire to anyone who offers you an outrageous amount of money? And don’t think I don’t know just how much you took him for.” 
Austmathr shook his fist at her, but the gleam in his eye might have been something close to pride.
“Says the man who started a company of mercenaries and assassins and sold their services to the highest bidder.”
With no way to refute it, Austmathr clicked his tongue and gave a dismissive wave of his hand. 
“Fine, fine. We are both whores, but tell me you see the danger in what you are doing?”
“Of course I do. I’m not an idiot.”
“But you still plan to keep secrets from your mate and deliver this spirit to Etienne, as promised?” Austmathr pressed, pacing around the folly like a lion circling his prey. The long, fur-trimmed brocade robe he wore flared dramatically in his wake.
Kerrigan wondered how long she’d been down here already. She’d set a timer on her phone, and Maksim had instructions to turn on the blaring bagpipe music she liked to use as a wake-up call.
“Am I boring you, wench? We’re only discussing the fate of the future. Your future.”
She pressed her fingers into the corner of her eyes, surprised to learn she could get a headache in limbo. 
“I’m guessing you’re here—oh, magnanimous one—to tell me what I should do with these pieces of a soul I haven’t finished collecting and a potion that might not even exist.”
“No, I’m here to command you not to keep secrets from Maksim and to make a deal with you.”
“I’m not giving you blood,” she told him flatly, giving another thought to the non-disclosure agreement. 
Was there anything in there stating she couldn’t share the information of her business with her mate? 
She’d have to review it, but it wasn’t as though she’d used a binding handshake spell… there really wasn’t anything keeping her from telling Maks, except her honor.
“More’s the pity.” Austmathr sighed, giving the collar of his robe a prissy tug. “But it’s not blood I’m after this time. I’m going to find all those pieces of Cecilie Ancel for you, and in return, you’re going to give the potion—if it exists—to Maksim.”
Her face must have given away her outright shock because the weasel actually smiled. It was toothy and anything but pretty, and he reached into his robe to pull out a shimmering clump of what looked like raw silk, glowing a faint pinkish-red. 
The sigils on the backs of her hands lit up like halogens. Definitely, Cecilie’s.
Austmathr waved the piece of Cecilie’s soul at her, like he was offering a puppy a sweet treat. 
“Do we have a deal?”
Kerrigan crossed her arms over her chest and cocked a hip. “No, we do not have a deal. No doubt you’re going to say something quippy, but you haven’t explained why Etienne can’t have the potion, but Maksim can.”
“Let’s not pretend as though you haven’t already considered giving it to him, and I shan’t be… quippy.”
She narrowed her eyes at him, wondering how Austmathr was able to move through the different realms of the underworld and capture other spirits. 
“Alright. I won’t pretend, but I know my own motives. What I’m worried about are your motives. Hand over that fragment, and I’ll listen to what you have to say.”
Austmathr glared at her for a few silent moments, as though that deathly stare alone could bend her to his will.
Kerrigan shook her head, wondering if all vampires learned that look. “Etienne tried that on me, and I’ll tell you what I told him: you clearly want something from me, and I need to know why. No explanation, no deal. I don’t have all night.”
Maksim’s vampire daddy cursed like the lowest born sailor but thrust the fragment at her with a baleful look. 
She took it, careful not to let her hand touch his, and wrapped her fingers around the silken bundle with a murmur, sending it straight into the sapphire. Once she felt it settle inside the gem, she nodded. 
“Alright, Aussie. I’m listening.”
“I detest it when you call me that!” he seethed, which only served to make her smile
“I have no plans on stopping anytime soon,” she told him with a cheerful grin and a tap to her wrist. “Why Maks and not Etienne?”
“Because of all my progeny, he is the most disappointing!” Austmathr punctuated his half-shout with a slam of his fist to her folly. The stone trembled—an echo that sounded like stone skittering across a frozen lake. 
Kerrigan did not like it one tiny little bit that he had the power to physically affect what was essentially her mind. She was going to ask Astrid for another psychic astral scan as soon as the sun came up.
“Not exactly a ringing endorsement for a power no other vampire should possess…”
Austmathr resumed his pacing, folding his hands behind his back, the hem of his coat swishing in a rhythmic sway. 
“As a human, my Maksim was a force to be reckoned with. I chose him because he was loyal and because there wasn’t a warrior in his regiment more respected or decorated by the king of his time. He is most certainly not like you and I, willing to service anyone with enough coin to buy us.
“Of all the others I have sired over the centuries, Maksim is the only one to have anything resembling a conscience. You should have seen how pathetic and remorseful he was each time he lost control of himself as a fledgling and slaughtered innocents to slake his thirst. Had he spent more time under my tutelage, perhaps he would have turned out differently.”
“Differently? You mean if you’d had more time to torture and burn him, he’d have done away with that whole pesky, inconvenient morality problem of his, huh?” 
Austmathr pulled a face like he’d just been crop dusted by a troll. “He believes in right and wrong and sees very few shades of gray.”
“You say that like it’s a terrible thing.”
“For a vampire, it is,” Austmathr insisted, spreading his arms wide to sarcastically gesture at her. “Now he has you, and all he wants is your happiness.” 
Again with the fart face. Aussie really had a thing against morals. 
“If he were to possess the power to walk in the light, he would consolidate his territory and protect it with the ferocity of a dragon hoarding his gold. He was already creating such an empire when he ran away—like a fool—to rescue you, and look what happened.”
Austmathr threw his hands up dramatically; the sarcasm coloring his tone suggested it was her fault Maksim had come to harm in the first place. 
“He has no desire to rule, but without him, my house has become extremely unstable, and it is a problem of his own making. He needs to return home to his brothers and resume control. Now. You must convince him.”
Kerrigan circled her finger in the air, trying to get him to spill a few more details. “To get back to ruling your evil empire or to take the potion?”
“Both! Christ, woman, did you hear nothing I’ve said?”
“Oh, I’ve heard plenty,” Kerrigan assured him, starting to feel a cold tingle in her fingers and toes that said she should wrap this fun day in the afterlife up ASAP. 
“So here’s my counter deal: I’ll do what I can to find the potion and keep Etienne from getting his grubby little hands on it, and I’ll support Maksim in whatever decision he makes regarding Armistice.
“In exchange, you’ll do the dirty work and gather up the fragments of Cecilie Ancel’s spirit to give to me without any further deals. Tax-free, no hidden service charges, or fine print. You’ll also answer all my questions—now and in the future—no bullshit, no answers wrapped in riddles wrapped in stupid vampire political crap.”
He went off on a quick rant in what she assumed was Macedonian, and from his tone, he was probably cussin’ up a storm. 
When she just stood there, unresponsive to his violent outburst, he raked his hands through his hair and flung an arm her way.
“Yes, fine, I agree to your terms.”
“When I asked you before if you knew where Maksim was, did you know?”
Austmathr rocked back on his heels with a gusty sigh. “I knew he was alive, but not his exact location. I did not divulge because… well, because I didn’t want to.”
From the smirk on Austmathr’s thin, expectant weasel face, he wanted to see her fall apart. If there was one thing Kerrigan had learned from watching Ivy verbally spank her father, it was to not feed the beast. 
Nothing frustrated a tyrant more than being denied the meal he was so hungry for.
So Kerrigan changed the subject. “I’ve been down here collecting fragments three times. Why are you here now?”
Austmathr gave a shrug and spread his arms wide with a smile. “The bond between you and Maksim is formed. He is mine, and now you’re his. Also, you’re still carrying my spirit anchor with you wherever you go, infusing it with your relentless determination, using the diamond as a worry stone to practically create an attachment between us.”
“Well, that’s not disturbing,” Kerrigan drawled facetiously, pissed off that she hadn’t ever considered the consequences of having not expelled Austmathr’s spirit sooner.
“If you don’t hold up your end of the deal, I’ll transfer your spirit into the lowest quality diamond I can find and fuse it to the inside of a sub-woofer at a night-club that plays only death metal.” 
She delivered her threat calmly and coldly, thrilled to see Aussie’s eyes round, and his lashes flutter with surprise. 
“You have a nice night.”
*****
It was amazing to watch Kerrigan work her magic. She sat perfectly still, her head tipped back toward the sky. Bathed in moonlight, she looked like a dark goddess waiting to be worshiped.
Not long ago, the gem in her hand gave a pulse of light, and he expected her to return to herself, but it had been nearly an hour since then. 
She warned him the process of finding a shattered spirit could take a fair amount of time, and according to her phone, she’d been at it for just under four hours.
He wasn’t in a hurry, and sitting outside in the free air under the full moon felt wonderful. The quiet gave him time to think about how their time apart and Kerrigan’s fixation on summoning his spirit led her to pursue disciplines she might not have otherwise. 
She was strong, clearly powerful, and had built a beautiful life for herself.
Had he not been captured, Kerrigan would not have become this magnificent being in front of him. He would have swept her off her feet, brought her to his penthouse in Manhattan, brought tutors for her in any subject she wanted to study, traveled the world with her, and continued to run Armistice.
She had her own business, her coven, a new house. She seemed content with this simplistic life. 
Would it be fair to uproot her and ask her to join him in the city? 
Did he even want to go back?
There was no denying his curiosity. He’d been deeply invested in changing the way Armistice did business, and everything he’d done had been with the goal to streamline things, allowing the company to do more than just hire out soldiers and assassins. 
It had taken a herculean effort to bring his brothers around, but once they saw the profits to be made in offering protection and security to both humans and supernatural creatures, they grudgingly agreed their former business model was old and outdated.
In only a few short years, their profits had tripled, their reputation for being the best unrivaled. He’d even managed to hire more than just vampires and landed three consecutive contracts with the human government to provide support in war-torn countries to the east.
Quickly, the soldiers of Armistice became known for things like hostage retrieval, rescue missions deemed impossible by the human factions, and specialized warfare. 
It was a good reputation, one all of his brothers could be proud of.
Then, with the hiring of witches like Quentin Van Horn, the security jobs had come rolling in. Quentin offered all sorts of innovative ideas for protecting banks, museums, jewelry exchanges, and all manner of high-value items. 
Quentin’s death, of course, had been a blow to that branch of Armistice, but it went on with rising success.
Before Maksim’s foolhardy rush to save his Bride, there had been talk among his peers that he was being considered for a position on the vampire council. Not something he had ever aspired to, but still, to be considered was a great honor, and it meant he was succeeding where Bronagh and Austmathr before him had failed.
The council would never before have considered one of Austmathr’s progeny for a seat at the table. In the dungeon torturing vampires who broke the laws of their people, certainly, but otherwise, his clan were treated as rabid dogs on an unreliable leash. To be feared and used by the council but never trusted.
Some nights, Maksim imagined Austmathr would be proud of his achievements, and Maksim hoped the company stayed true to the course he’d set them on, but as ruthless and hungry to swim in rivers of blood and violence as his brothers were, he couldn’t be sure they hadn’t reverted to the old ways.
Staring at her, Maksim wondered if Kerrigan would be proud of what he’d tried to do or if she would think him foolish.
Kerrigan suddenly sucked in a loud, gasping breath and hissed from between clenched teeth. 
“Sonofabitch!”
Maksim had not expected Kerrigan’s first word upon awakening from her spell to be profanity. Concern hit him like a ton of bricks to the chest. 
“Kerrigan, are you hurt? Is something wrong?”
She shook herself like she was trying to fling raindrops from her shoulders, then reached over to push one of her hands into the pool of water. 
“I’m alright.”
“You don’t look alright.” Maksim crouched on the edge of the circle. “Should I call for one of your sisters?”
Kerrigan gave him a quick, reassuring smile and carefully dropped the sapphire into the velvet bag waiting by her hip. 
“I’m fine. I got what I was after. How long was I under?”
Maksim held up her cell phone to show her the timer. 
“Almost four hours.”
She made a sound of mild surprise, washing the ash from her hands with quick, efficient movements. 
“It always seems like the blink of an eye down there. Are you good?”
“Aside from being mildly concerned that the first word out of your mouth after visiting what you said to be purgatory was, ‘sonofabitch?’ Yes. What happened?”
Kerrigan took a breath to explain, paused to frown in thought, tried again, and scrunched her nose up as though thinking really hard about her answer.
“I really don’t know. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good either. I need a minute to clean all this up while I process.” 
Having watched her put out all her tools, Maksim put on a burst of vampiric speed and had everything neat and tidy in a flash, leaving his Bride both flustered and amused. 
“I also need a kiss?”
She groaned when he snatched her up from her place at the center of the circle, stretching her arms up over her head before wrapping them around his shoulders, giving him a happy smile even as she lifted her lips expectantly.
When he frowned, Kerrigan rolled her eyes with an impatient huff. “I’m just a little stiff from sitting like that for so long. Please kiss me.”
How could he possibly refuse? He kissed her softly, feeling the coldness of her lips that told him Kerrigan was more than stiff. 
He would have pulled away and assured her he would take care of her, but Kerrigan twisted her fingers in his hair and held him in place, her tongue sliding across his lower lip, seductively requesting entry.
Maksim let her in, doing a bit of groaning himself when she licked at his fangs—oh, so carefully—before dancing further inside with a caress he felt in his groin. 
The hunger for her, body and blood, overwhelmed him in an instant. 
Whatever she had to tell him about tonight could wait. Must wait, because he couldn’t.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN



“You’re hungry, Maks.”
Kerrigan tipped her head to the side for him. By the coolness of his skin, the feral way his eyes brightened, and how his fangs doubled in size, Kerrigan suspected he was past uncomfortably hungry. Likely, it was why he hadn’t taken his clothes off, not wanting to give her a chill.
Even with access to a feast, after starving for so long, he waited until she’d finished her work. A testament to his control.
He pulled her up with a hungry hum, twisting to put his back against the headboard, lifting her to straddle his thighs. 
She immediately curled her arms around his shoulders, sighing into the firm press of his hands down her back. He nuzzled at her throat, sending chills of excitement and pleasure racing down and around each vertebra.
Kerrigan couldn’t feel the bulge of his erection, despite knowing he was aroused, and bit her lip to keep from laughing as she thought of Juliet’s curiosity about erections and blood volume.
“I’ll be so gentle, love,” he promised hoarsely, his tongue following the path of her hammering pulse, making her temperature skyrocket as she braced herself, waiting for whatever happened next.
Maksim didn’t strike like a cobra or bite down like a lion. 
Instead, he spent time indulging himself in tracking kisses from her throat to her shoulder, ensuring her entire body was trembling and on fire with pleasurable shivers.
Kerrigan relaxed into the euphoric feeling, playing with his hair, scraping her nails across his skin just above the collar of his shirt. 
The soft cotton of her own shirt felt like coarse burlap against her overly-sensitive skin, the hard points of her nipples dragging across the material with enough stimulation to make her breath come a little faster.
Maksim kissed his way up to her ear, nipping the lobe with just the right amount of bite to send an arrow of pure lust sizzling straight for her clit. 
She could actually feel the blood pulse in the already engorged knot, making the breath stutter out of her on a feathery gasp.
His hands continued to sweep up and down her back, relaxing her even as she shivered with arousal and the adrenaline-fueled expectation of his bite. 
The more he kissed, licked, and carefully nibbled at her skin, introducing her to erogenous zones she hadn’t ever known she had, the more frustrated she got.
She tugged at his shoulders, undulating in his lap in an effort to find more stimulation to take her over the edge that hovered so close. 
“Maks, please, I can’t—”
“Oh, yes. Yes, you can,” he growled softly, sliding his fingers into her hair to get a good grip, pulling her head to the side to give him all the access he needed to drive her wild with the continued assault on her senses.
Sure she was about to lose her mind if he made her wait one more second, Kerrigan barely felt the pain of his bite, which had obviously been his intention all along. 
She felt him swallow the first mouthful of her blood, and the groan he gave vibrated through her entire body like a warm wave of bliss.
It only took three mouthfuls before Kerrigan felt his body warm and his cock turn to stone, pressing the denim-covered bulge almost perfectly against her core.
The need for more pressure—to find just the right spot—had her grinding down against all that hardness, feeling how it throbbed and pulsed harder with each mouthful of blood he took from her.
Kerrigan twisted her hips, rocking in his lap to drag her clit along the fly of his jeans. In response, he gave a deep, predatory growl of encouragement and slid his hand down from her waist to grab hold of her ass.
Before too long, she was twisting the material of his shirt in her hands, unable to stop the frustrated, little noises she made as her need for an orgasm increased to a fever pitch.
She rubbed herself against him until she found what she wanted, clinging to his shoulders as she let the pleasure take her. Maks released her throat with a hiss, his breathing harsh and heavy as he licked the blood—her blood—from his lips. 
She felt dizzy from the rush, drunk, perhaps a little chaffed, but so relaxed it was all she could do to not melt back into bed.
“Kiss me, love.”
Kerrigan didn’t hesitate to lean in, tasting the metallic tang of her blood, finding it oddly enticing. Maks shuddered when she licked at his fangs, sliding his tongue along hers. 
More blood passed between them, and as soon as Kerrigan swallowed, she felt the burn of it spread through her like the finest whiskey. He’d sliced his tongue with his fangs.
He pulled her shirt up and over her head as he shifted forward, pressing her back down into the mattress, leaving her there with one more soft kiss. He stood up, that decadent look of lust etched into his face, his fingers going to the buttons on his shirt.
Finally.
Kerrigan pushed up onto her elbows, having dreamed of this moment for so long, she couldn’t bear to miss a second. 
Maksim truly was built like an Olympic swimmer. Tall and lean, with broad shoulders and a trim waist, but every inch of his body was roped in muscle.
Muscle, that rippled and flexed when he set his shirt aside.
Muscle, that stretched beneath honey-colored skin when he popped the button on his fly.
She was surprised when he put his knee on the bed beside her hip, bending to brush his lips across hers. 
“I’ve tasted your blood, little witch, but I’m still hungry.”
“Hungry?” she stuttered, chasing after his kiss.
Maksim gave her what she wanted, spreading his palm over her heart, gently forcing her away from him and back to lie flat. 
“I’m starving for the sweet taste of you. Lie there, love. Just lie there and let me have my fill.”
He licked a path across her neck and down along her collar bone, trailing kisses down between her breasts, his hands following the curve of her hip and thigh. Everywhere he touched, tiny explosions of pleasure followed.
Kerrigan thought she was prepared for all the things she’d longed for and dreamed of, but the hot lick he gave her nipple before drawing it into his mouth made her mind go completely blank. 
The breath she’d managed to take heaved out of her, the sound she made somewhere between a whimper and a sob.
Maks hummed like he’d just heard his favorite song, giving her gentle licks, watching her as he steadily increased the pressure. 
When Kerrigan flung her hands out to the side to twist the sheets in her hands, her back arching like a bow, he smiled and used his tongue to flatten the tender tip against the roof of his mouth.
The sensations whipping through her were indescribable, the need she felt for more almost frightening in its intensity. Maks released her gently, rubbing his cheek across the pebble hard tip before moving to the other, giving it the same dedicated attention until Kerrigan was writhing beneath him.
She wasn’t sure if she was writhing to get away from the feeling of being sucked into a whirlpool of ecstasy, or struggling to get closer.
“So sensitive,” Maks murmured, touching a circle of kisses from one breast to the other. “I wonder if I might make you come just from this.”
Considering the gush of arousal that drenched her panties and the way her pussy clenched with every draw of his mouth? 
“Feel free to try, please.”
“Another time, love. I’m still so hungry,” he said, the warmth of his breath wafting over her chest. 
His eyes burned as he trailed little stinging kisses down her midriff, smoothing around her navel, but it was the lick across the top of her pubic bone that made her twitch and shudder like he’d touched a live-wire to her skin.
He slid backward to crouch beside the bed, his palms stroking down the outside of her thighs. Pulling her underwear off with a rough jerk that sent a bolt of shock and adrenaline straight down the center of her body, smiling wickedly at her gasp of surprise.
“Open yourself to me, Kerrigan.” The velvety rasp of his voice was so deep and dark it might as well have been black magic. 
There wasn’t a single part of her that wanted to resist, and the reward she got for giving into him… unbelievable.
She felt that first lick in every cell, every pore, every molecule. He cleaved through her swollen, saturated folds, and whatever control she had over herself was obliterated.
“Maks… oh… oh, my god.”
He hummed an answer, his big hands wrapping around her thighs to hold her steady. She couldn’t stop her hips from arching, seeking more of the astounding pleasure tearing through her. 
Her whole world became centered around his mouth and the careful scrape of his fangs on her most delicate flesh.
The wickedly luxuriant caresses amplified by the edge of those incredibly sharp points rubbing against her clit had Kerrigan trembling, breathless with anticipation, wondering if he would draw blood from the engorged bud throbbing against his lips.
He sucked her into a realm of pleasure she’d never achieved before, but the slide of his finger pressing inside her tore an exultant cry from her. 
He was unforgiving in the way he thrust and rubbed against places that had never been thrust or rubbed against.
Breathless, strangled cries echoed his primal growls. She twisted and strained toward the release she could feel coming, working against his hand, against the push of another finger stretching her.
“That’s it, love,” he praised, giving her clit another long lick that curled her toes. “You’re so close, I can taste it. Feel it in the little ripples of your pussy, milking my fingers. Give into me, Kerrigan. You’re mine. My Bride. My sweet little witch. Give me what I want now. Come for me.”
It wasn’t what she’d been expecting. For a moment, her entire body went completely limp. Her muscles turned to noodles, her bones to mush as the strength leeched out of her like the pull of water from the shore before a tsunami.
A wall of pleasure crashed into her and stole her breath with such violence, such power… nothing else existed but the crushing force dragging her under in a maelstrom of ecstasy. 
Lost, Kerrigan barely felt the pain of his bite. But she certainly felt the debilitating rush of endorphins and the pull of his mouth on her inner thigh.
*****
Maksim only took a few swallows of Kerrigan’s pleasure-laced blood from her femoral; the taste of it combined with the creamy fluid of her truly stunning release might as well have been ambrosia.
With her thigh quivering and jumping against his lips, her entire body trembling, he certainly felt like a god. A greedy god, who couldn’t wait to feel the crushing force of her orgasm around more than just his fingers.
He eased his fangs from her thigh, glad to feel the convulsive ripple around the two fingers still pressed deep inside her. 
A vampire bite was rarely enjoyable unless the vampire dedicated himself to ensuring his partner’s pleasure first.
Many didn’t care one way or the other, but to him, blood was never more delicious than when it was saturated with serotonin and dopamine. 
Kerrigan’s blood had already become addictive, made even more so because she was his Bride, and to add in the chemicals produced by her brain when pushed to orgasm? There was literally nothing like it in the world.
Already she was anticipating his bite; he’d felt it in the way she’d tensed up and arched closer to his mouth when he pressed the edge of his fangs to her riotously sensitive clit.
It would take a little time, but he was determined to train her body to expect a rush of pleasure to accompany his bite, and before long, she would come just from the feel of his fangs piercing her tender flesh.
In record time, Maks stripped off his jeans and climbed onto the bed, rolling with her to get them back to the center, catching her knee in the crook of his elbow. 
Spread as she was, he had an unimpeded view of the gorgeous pink flesh and the fluttering opening that looked far too small to take the thickness of his cock.
As tight around his fingers as she’d been, he knew it would be an incredibly tight fit, but fit he would. She was made for him. He caught Kerrigan staring at his groin, her eyes wide with a mix of eagerness and worry.
Despite the trepidation Maks saw in her expression, Kerrigan reached up to set her hands on his waist, pulling him toward her.
“Come down here and kiss me until I’m not thinking about physics and the improbability of all that fitting inside me.”
Maksim followed the tug of her hands with a chuckle, keeping her leg hitched over his hip to keep her open to him. 
“We’ll fit, love. You’ll be so tight around me, like a slick, creamy vise, but we’ll fit.”
Her kiss edged on frantic, but she settled into him with a moan, her hands wandering up and down his back, gripping tight to his shoulders when he let his shaft glide between the slick lips of her pussy. 
She was scorching hot, wet as a rainstorm, and the more he kissed her, the tighter she twined around him.
Maks rocked against her, letting her feel the drag and pull of the thick vein along the underside of his cock, tormenting them both while he lubricated himself in her juices. 
He pulled back too far and felt her tiny opening catch the head of his cock, sucking at it, clenching as he pressed closer. 
Kerrigan tilted her hips to give him the best angle possible, making needy little noises against his mouth that drove him to the brink.
He wanted to draw out the hours he would spend pleasuring her, to ensure there wasn’t a single spot on her body he hadn’t painted with ecstasy, but the primal urges to seal their bond were too powerful to deny.
She threw her head back and cried out as he pushed harder against the portal of her pussy, forcing the tight muscles to part and let him in. 
The heat was indescribable, beckoning him deeper, promising a burn so intense as to set them both aflame.
Needing to watch every flicker of emotion as it crossed her face, Maksim dug his fingers into the bedding beside her shoulder and pushed up, certain if he’d needed breath to survive, he’d have passed out by now.
It took all his restraint not to force his way inside, to go slow and savor every centimeter of the territory he gained, instead of burying himself balls deep in one go.
He could feel her quivering as she struggled to stay still, clearly wanting to writhe and buck like an unbroken mare, but she waited, trusting him. 
Kerrigan’s cheeks flushed a vibrant pink, her lips swollen from their ravenous kisses, and the sweet, tormented sounds she made with every push and retreat had him clawing for that last scrap of control just to prolong the look of wide-eyed amazement on her face.
He looked down between them to see his shaft disappear halfway inside the tight, narrow confines of her pussy. 
Already stretched so tight around him, he wasn’t sure if it was possible for her to take more. It felt as though the sleek muscles inside were molding to his shape, melting like liquid metal around him.
He’d waited so long. 
Waited for her to grow from child to woman. 
Waited, withered, and starving, for freedom from his prison to find her. 
Waited to get away from the house of horrors in Vermont. 
Waited for her to finish her work. 
Waited now for the fist-tight grip of her pussy to ease despite the fact that it felt as though it became tighter, hotter.
Maksim couldn’t wait a second longer.
He drew back just far enough to sling his hips forward, entranced by the sway of Kerrigan’s breasts and how her spine lifted up off the bed as he powered through, their skin meeting with a dull thud that reverberated up through his entire body.
“All of you,” he bit out from between clenched teeth, grinding his pelvis against the knot of her clit just for the pleasure of seeing her eyes roll back. He felt the uncontrollable spasm that wracked her. “You’re mine.”
It was hell to pull back, to drag his cock against the possessive, powerful grip she had on him, and heaven to dive back in. 
Somehow he managed to keep the steady pace, every muted clap of flesh meeting flesh, every rippling echo of their erotic collision tore breathless little ‘oh’s’ from Kerrigan. 
The pitch and volume increased to answer every change in tempo, making it unmistakably clear when he hit his mark or found a new one.
Maksim became addicted to those sounds, but he wanted more. He wanted her to know such pleasure that it tore screams from her.
He slid his hand beneath her, lifting her ass off the bed, and bent to lick a hot path up the sweat-slicked line of her throat. She strangled his cock in response.
He scraped his fangs across her hammering pulse, and she practically vibrated, moments away from what was sure to be a catastrophic orgasm.
He bit down and got the screams he wanted.
*****
“You’re bleeding.”
It was close to dawn, and Kerrigan barely had the energy to open one eye. After being pleasured within an inch of her life, mustering any sort of concern to match the horror in Maksim’s voice was impossible. 
Considering the way she felt—exhausted and every cell humming with the remnants of the bone-melting pleasure he’d lavished on her—she was prepared to die happy.
She smacked her dry lips together, hoping he had the water she was sure would save her. 
“Okay.”
“No, not okay. Did I hurt you?”
Nothing hurt. Not a single part of her. There was heat still in the places where he’d bitten and fed from her, and a mild soreness deep inside her, but that was to be expected.
Maksim gave her a tall glass of water and gently spread her legs, his brows drawn together in an angry scowl. 
After carefully swiping the warm washcloth he’d brought to clean her up, he held it up to show her the bright streak of blood.
It was more of a smear, really, and not nearly enough to warrant the level of worry ruining the afterglow. 
“I’m guessing you haven’t deflowered that many virgins in your advanced years.”
The look on his face was priceless. The moment of incomprehensible shock, followed by the vivid stamp of possessiveness. He dropped the washcloth and climbed up beside her, his palm spreading wide on her belly.
“You never said. I would have taken better care with you.”
Kerrigan stretched, feeling the aches and minor pains starting to set in as the adrenaline wore off. It was worth it. Tonight had been… perfect. 
“Zero regrets, Maksim, and nothing hurts. I feel good. Better than good. Come down here and hold me until the sun comes up.”
He didn’t make her ask twice. Kerrigan burrowed under the heavy comforter, turning to snuggle against his side, their legs tangled together as sleep beckoned both of them. 
She felt the emotion that accompanied the press of his lips to her forehead like a warm wave, all the way down to her toes.
“As far as you knew, I was dead. Why not take a lover?” he asked softly, his fingers playing in her hair, pulling whatever tension she felt out of her with every stroke.
She managed a sleepy hum, her cheek pillowed in the crook of his shoulder, her arm thrown over his waist. 
“So many reasons, but mostly because it wouldn’t have been you. I was dedicated to being the old maid with an impressive collection of sex toys.”
Maks made an appreciative noise in response to the idea of sex toys, but he cuddled her closer, tucking the blankets up higher around her back. 
“Don’t think for a moment that I am complaining, but had I been truly dead, I wouldn’t have wanted you to live alone for the rest of your days.”
“I would’ve had my coven and their kids to satisfy my loneliness, and those toys to satisfy my sexual needs. It would have been enough, but ignorance is no longer bliss. No toy could compare to what it feels like to be with you.”
A deep hum vibrated through his chest, and Kerrigan tipped her head back to see the smug look on his face as he folded his free arm up under his head. 
“Out of curiosity, what have you bought for yourself?”
She couldn’t help but to laugh. “I’ll show you my collection tomorrow.”
“After you share what it is that was so different about your spirit collecting mission tonight.” All teasing and sensual smugness faded as his voice turned serious.
To be honest, Kerrigan had completely forgotten, and from one moment to the next, the glow of her spectacular night with her mate faded to a beautiful memory.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



A few hours before sunset, Kerrigan woke up and had herself a quick rinse in the shower, rummaging through the snacks and supplies for something to eat. She answered some emails, gave Etienne an update, turned down a few appointments, and settled beside him to wait.
A vampire basically hibernated during the day; all the functions of his body shut down until the sunset. Even then, a vampire’s heart only beat a handful of times per hour, just enough to pump blood through his veins and get oxygen to his brain.
Still, it was a bit disconcerting to touch him and not feel his chest rising and falling or the echo of his heartbeat. 
Maks was warm only because the ambient temperature of the basement was in the seventies and because she’d turned the heating pad on when she’d gotten up several hours ago to pee.
It wouldn’t be long now, and Kerrigan couldn’t wait to see Maksim’s eyes open, or to give him the kiss he needed to reassure himself he wasn’t dreaming.  
She’d just finished writing down the spells and experiences she’d had at the Silver Wives’ place in her grimoire, when Maksim finally stirred.
She set the black leather book aside and leaned in to press her lips against his before he fully woke, happy in ways she’d forgotten were possible. 
It almost hurt a little bit to be this happy again, the way it hurt when blood rushed back to nearly frozen fingertips, but the grip of Maksim’s arms closing tightly around her made Kerrigan forget the pain.
He rolled like an alligator to get her beneath him, one minute dead to the world, the next wide awake and clearly hungry for more than just a kiss. All it took for her hormones to rage and her womb to clench was the prick of his fangs against her lips.
He was gentle, covering her, moving inside her as though one wrong move could break her. As though she was breakable and precious to him. 
Staring into his darkening gaze, Kerrigan could feel herself getting close, and he must have felt it too because he smiled wide enough to show her those sharp incisors. 
Just that, and she was right there: toes curled around the edge.
She tipped her head back for him; the warmth of his breath on her throat and the lick of his tongue sent her soaring. Kerrigan thought she heard him laugh seconds before he struck.
Maksim seemed to time the pulls of his mouth with the gripping pulse of her orgasm, and it only made it better. So much better. Crazy better. 
If this was a glimpse of her future, she was going to wake up a very happy woman.
When she could move again, Maks gathered her up and took her to the bathroom. 
The shower was on; steam billowed out when he opened the glass door, enveloping them in a warm mist. With his hands in her hair, lathering in her shampoo, Maksim gave a deep, satisfied sigh.
“This is the sort of intimacy I imagined between us.”
“Me too.” She wasn’t in a hurry to get out, languishing in the act of bathing with her lover that seemed somehow every bit as important as sex.
It struck her how different things were now. How open and free Maksim was with his affection, where before he’d been the soul of propriety, never taking advantage of her or selfishly pressing his own needs on her.
She realized how easy it would have been to let him consume her, how easy it would have been for her to completely lose her identity, and how hard he’d tried even before that night in Vermont to let her grow and be her own person.
In the same way Ivy never had to ask how much Uriah loved her, Kerrigan would never doubt she was loved. 
There were things they didn’t know about one another. Things from Maksim’s past he’d never discussed with her, and things from Kerrigan’s past he needed to know. 
He might not have said those all-important three words to tell her, but how could she doubt it after everything they’d been through?
“This is my soap,” he said, the delight and surprise in his voice breaking through her thoughts. “My soap from Venice.”
She remembered the night she’d gotten brave and told Maksim she loved the way his cologne smelled. 
She remembered the flash of his fangs when he smiled and told her he didn’t wear any. That the smell came from the soap he’d been buying for decades from the same merchant in Venice.
He’d promised to take her there someday, but Kerrigan wound up going alone.
Maksim held the oval cake up to his nose to savor the smell before working it into a washcloth, happiness in his expression as the masculine scent of cognac, amber, and a hint of vanilla filled the shower.
“I went to Italy looking for a rare book, took a detour to Venice, and wound up at the place you said made your soap. I didn’t speak more than a handful of Italian, and the ancient old man behind the counter kept shouting ‘pronto’ at me—”
Maksim chuckled heartily. “Giuseppe. He took over the business in 1955 when he was twenty, after his father retired. Giuseppe would have handed the reins to one of his sons by now. Eduardo, perhaps.”
He spoke of the old man who’d scared the crap out of her with warmth and affection.
“Giuseppe was the only one I saw, and I think if I hadn’t said your name, he’d have kicked me out of the shop. That grouchy old man looked delighted, and little wonder, considering he shoved a wooden crate with twenty bars of soap across the counter at me. He must have had it sitting around or something, waiting for you to pick up.”
Maksim set the soapy washcloth to her skin and rubbed gentle circles across her chest with a rueful smile. 
“I paid in advance many years ago for two thousand bars of soap and routinely picked up several bars a year. I bet by this time, there’s another crate waiting for me taking up space in the shop, making Giuseppe cranky.”
“I was glad to have so many bars. I stashed them everywhere,” Kerrigan admitted shyly. “It made me feel good to smell you on my pillows, or to step into the breeze and get a hint of that smell, like you’d hugged me and the scent rubbed off on my clothes.”
He washed her hips and thighs, up and down in long strokes, his voice echoing in the stall that was just barely big enough for the two of them. 
“I was a fool before, Kerrigan. I reacted without thinking, rushing headlong into danger without considering the consequences, and it cost me—us—twelve years of loneliness and misery. I promise you, I will not let anything or anyone separate us again.”
“It wasn’t your fault—”
“Yes, love, it was,” he insisted firmly, ducking his head to catch her gaze. Water dripped from his eyelashes; his hair was slicked back from his face, leaving not a trace of softness to his expression. 
“Your mother was crying when she called, begging me to help get you back from the Silver Wives. She said they’d taken you. That you were hurt, and she didn’t know what the Wives were going to do to you. She said all the right things to send me running headlong toward a fight I was woefully unprepared for.
“I’ve been a warrior for close to seven hundred years, and I owned a security company, Kerrigan. One with a special branch dedicated to rescue and recovery, and it never once occurred to me to call them for help.
“There are protocols layered upon protocols to retrieve kidnapped loved ones, and I abandoned them all because, at that moment, I’d never felt such searing panic, and all I could think about was getting to you before it was too late.
“I’ve seen lovers and spouses panic before. I’ve counseled them to be calm, to listen to the advice of my people. To not run off without any sort of plan or backup. 
"If I’d stopped and asked more questions of your mother—such as how she’d gotten my private number and how she even knew about me considering you hadn’t shared our relationship with your parents—that day would have ended very differently.
“I should have gotten one of the company teams involved, should have gotten more information, and then stormed the gates with an army. It was my mistake, and it won’t happen again.”
Kerrigan reached up with both hands and laced her fingers behind his neck, the water starting to cool as it rained down around them. 
They’d need to get out in a minute, but not before they finished hashing this out.
“We were manipulated, Maks. Both of us. My mother has a special talent for inciting guilt and panic, and there’s a very real chance she wove a spell into your ear to amplify the worry you were feeling. Otherwise, I know in my heart you’d have brought that army and moved heaven and earth to get to me.”
He nodded, bending to rest his forehead against hers. 
“I’d have destroyed both if it meant saving you.”
“I know. Let’s get out and dry off because we still have to talk about last night.”
“Yes. Yes, we do.”
*****
“I made a mistake a few years ago, and last night it reared up to bite me in the ass.”  Dressed in a velvety soft tunic and comfy lounge pants with fluffy socks on her feet, Kerrigan sat wedged in the corner of the couch, twisting the drawstring of her pants around and around in her fingers. 
Maksim sat across from her on the coffee table, intently focused on her, his elbows braced on his knees, hands clasped loosely between.
“Because I didn’t have anything of yours to focus on during my hunt for your spirit, I used the necklace you gave me and a bit of blood magic. I also used the larger of the two diamonds to store the pieces of what I thought was your spirit. I didn’t realize until the moment I summoned that complete soul into the space I created in my mind, that it wasn’t you.”
Maksim waited, feeling tension slowly rising as she continued to nervously rush through her explanation of what all had gone on during her work last night.
“I warred between feeling devastated and furious, but I forced myself to think of it as progress because if I’d managed to piece together that cranky bastard who made you, finding you should be a piece of cake. It was a milestone. Something no one else before me had done. You know?”
Kerrigan looked to him for understanding, but Maksim was struggling to keep his turbulent emotions from showing on his face. 
To have achieved all the things Kerrigan had was something to be incredibly proud of, and he was proud of her. Immensely proud, yet to learn his maker was not suffering the burning hell of being scattered to the four winds, tattered and torn, to know he’d had contact with Kerrigan ignited rage inside him, unlike anything Maksim had felt in a very long time.
On a roll, she didn’t give him time to express how furious he was, which in hindsight, was probably a good thing. 
“He and I battled it out last time for eight hours—verbally—and a big part of what made that night a mistake was my own desperation. I went into it emotional and unprepared, expecting to see you. That prick wouldn’t give me a single freaking inch, but I won. I won, dammit. And that made me stupid because I thought I severed our connection then and there.”
“Did you not?” Maksim managed to ask quietly.
Her cheeks turned pink with embarrassment, and she struggled to look him in the eye. 
“Seems I didn’t. Is there any truth to that whole ‘what’s my blood is your blood is your maker’s blood?’”
“I don’t understand the question.”
Kerrigan’s tongue came out to swipe at her lips, her teeth briefly gripping at the plump lower curve, seeming to find the courage to look up at him. 
“When you took my blood, and I took yours, cementing our bond, would that have given any power to Austmathr if he’d been alive?”
Maksim froze, never having considered anything of the sort could be possible as Austmathr was well and truly dead.
Kerrigan was a witch, a powerful witch, with the ability to summon the dead. 
Not only that, she’d proven how indomitable her will was, and that alone was stronger than the limitations of her power as a witch. Most Brides were rarely ever anything more than human. 
The idea that his maker would have any claim to Kerrigan made his blood run cold. 
“The larger the clan, the more power the sire has to keep control of all his progeny. If Austmathr were alive, yes, our bond would add strength to what he already had.”
“And if the clan sire is killed, what happens to the clan?”
Maksim shook his head, remembering the chaos that came after Bronagh’s betrayal. 
“Depending on the size of the clan, factions are formed where the strong turn against one another, the lesser members or the newly made usually are slaughtered first. In short, it’s chaos until one of the clan comes out on top, but that bond of power from having sired all of us is lost.”
“So, essentially, the king dies with a shit ton of heirs to the throne, with no named successor?”
Maksim tipped his head from side to side, not keen on sharing the true cruelty of his race with her. 
“The eldest of the king’s progeny is typically the strongest and often attempts to assume control. In our case, it was my brother Bronagh who cut off our sire’s head and took his place.
“Those who Bronagh deemed weak or loyal to the old regime, he killed. Our clan diminished from thirty-six to twelve within a matter of days. I was considered the weakest among the twelve Bronagh graciously allowed to live, which proved to be his fatal mistake when I took control from him forty years ago. Vampire society is…”
Maksim struggled to find the right word that wouldn’t completely terrify Kerrigan, but she reached up and pressed her hand over his heart.
“Second only to the shifter clans in violence, and the top of the food chain when it comes to scheming, conniving, feudal brutality. I know.”
It warmed his heart to hear her say that without a hint of fear, and it saddened him because she couldn’t know. 
She thought she did, but until she lived it, there was no way for Kerrigan to truly understand. Vampires fed on blood in more ways than one, and the shifter community had nothing on the violence vampires were capable of.
Shifters were primal creatures who fought for survival. Their instincts based purely on the simple needs of their animal counterparts. 
They didn’t fight for power or money or status; they fought amongst themselves to feed their young, protect their territories, and to fuck their mates.
Vampires were a combination of humans and predators, with the worst traits in both. Vampires were very much part of a feudal system, constantly working to increase their holdings, to be more powerful than the clan two towns over, seeking to always be top of the heap.
Having seen the rise and fall of a hundred empires, Austmathr had been uniquely clever. He created a clan of warriors so strong, other clans came to them for aid when fighting for land or blood. 
They remained unaffiliated or allied with any one clan, offering their services to others in exchange for gold or land until the clan of Austmathr quietly became the richest among the vampire nation.
What Florence had been to the Medicis, the Austmathrs’ had been to vampires, and they hadn’t gotten to that position of power without spilling oceans of blood.
“Back to my mistake.” Kerrigan sighed, hugging her knees to her chest with one arm, propping her chin up in her other hand. She looked both faraway and confused, her brow knotted with tension. 
“I’ve collected three fragments of the female spirit I’m after before finding you. This was my fourth dive, and it never occurred to me that Austmathr would be aware inside the diamond, or that sharing blood with you would give him power. He was there waiting this time with an offer—”
“Whatever it is, whatever he’s asked, the cost isn’t worth it.” Maksim couldn’t stress that enough. “Austmathr always has some angle, some prize at the end he’ll claim for his own, and I will not allow it to be you.”
Kerrigan shot a quick smile his way, again, not understanding the consequences of playing a game of any sort with Austmathr. 
“Well, after I told him I was dedicated to finishing my contract with Etienne Rodolpho, your maker called me a whore, then I called him a whore because he based his whole business on hiring himself and you out to the highest bidder.”
Maksim was stunned speechless. No one in a thousand years would have dared call Austmathr Attlaus a whore. Austmathr had been the progeny of one of the finest strategists in Alexander the Great’s army.
Kerrigan seemed to find Maksim’s inability to form words laughable and shocked him even further. 
“After a brief moment, Austmathr agreed we’re both whores, and we moved on. In exchange for his assistance in gathering the fragments of the spirit I’m after, he demanded I tell you the particulars of the job I’m working because at the end of it, your maker wants you to have the treasure.”
“Alright. Tell me everything.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Kerrigan felt the chances for another amorous evening spent with her mate quickly evaporate as Maksim leaped up from the coffee table and furiously began to pace back and forth.
She told him about her meeting with Etienne, about what he’d revealed, and the insatiable rage she’d felt upon seeing the rubies she’d given Maksim on their birthday that night at the opera.
He seemed to take everything up to that point with a nod and another round of pacing. As soon as she mentioned the tie bar and cuff-links, Maksim went as stiff and still as a statue. The only part of him that moved was the tick above his right eyebrow.
Menace rolled off him in waves, filling the basement with an energy that made the lizard part of her brain come online and scream at her to run and hide. She pitied whoever he was thinking about right now.
“You’re certain the tie bar and cuff-links were mine?” Maksim finally asked, turning to face her with that physical push of energy rolling off him. 
It reminded her of what it felt like to stand in the path of an oncoming thunderstorm. The pressure in the air that promised a wild show of light and sound.
“I summoned the ruby out of the ground and imprinted my energy into the stones. Even if you put them in a pile of five thousand identical tie bars and cuff-links, I would recognize the real ones from the fakes in five seconds flat.”
Maksim hissed under his breath, his lips peeling back from his fangs in a feral grimace as he resumed his pacing. 
“And this daywalking potion, do you believe it exists?”
“Honestly? I’m not sure. But Etienne believes in it so strongly he paid me a truly ludicrous amount of money to summon a spirit who might not even tell him where it is.”
Maksim grunted, turning on his heel to work the floor in a clockwise circle now. 
“How much is a truly ludicrous amount?”
“Thirty-five million.” Her casual response made her graceful mate trip over the corner of the rug and stare at her like she’d grown a second head. Kerrigan shrugged. “What? He said money was no object, so I aimed high.”
“I would classify that as an obscene amount of money, love.” Maks finally said.
Kerrigan liked the emphasis he put on the word ‘obscene.’ She was ready for more obscene things in her life, especially if they involved a bed. 
“Etienne said he searched the world over for someone who can do what I do, and that amount of money would be the perks of accomplishing something no one else has been able to.”
“Such as creating a daywalking potion for vampires?” Maksim countered dryly, his disbelief plain in his droll tone.
“Touché.” Kerrigan sighed.
“Where is your necklace?” Maksim suddenly asked, his gaze bouncing around the room wildly, as though expecting his maker to come waltzing out into their temporary bedroom at any moment. 
Kerrigan couldn’t help the wicked grin that curved her lips and enjoyed the wary look that crossed her mate’s face. 
“What? What’s that smile for?”
“Now that I know what Austmathr’s up to, I put my necklace in a zip-lock and stuck it inside the toilet tank for a time out.”
“A time… a time out? In the toilet?” Maks guffawed incredulously.
“The water and the porcelain will act as a barrier to keep him from eavesdropping or sipping at my energy. And it seemed like the worst place I could put him, so, yeah.”
Maks stood there, blinking owlishly for a few seconds before throwing his head back to laugh. It was a beautiful sight to see, but all too soon, the humor was gone and the lines between his eyes were back. 
Maks crouched down in front of her and took her hands, pressing kisses to her knuckles before giving her a gentle squeeze. His gaze bored into hers, steady and grave.
“Did you tell Etienne you were the only witch in the world who could summon the spirit who knows where his potion is?”
The question sent alarm jangling along her nerves. “No. He already knew I’d managed to summon Austmathr when he made the appointment—I bought supplies from a witch with a big mouth, and she must have told him about me. I said was I was capable. I didn’t make him promises that Cecilie would tell him anything. In fact, I told him all I could do was get her here, and what happened after that wasn’t up to me.”
“But you told me in summoning my maker, you’d achieved something no other has. Yes?”
“Yes. If you’re going to ask me not to go through with this, I can’t. I took his money, gave my word, and signed a confidentiality agreement. No one else knows about what I’m doing—”
“Unfortunately, love, I am almost certain someone else knows.”
Kerrigan gave a roll of her eyes. “Okay, well, Charani probably knows—the witch who told Etienne about me—but she won’t talk. I made sure of it.”
“How?” Maksim asked with a lift of his brow.
“I sent her a letter coated in a special potion I cooked up,” Kerrigan confessed, feeling zero remorse for what she’d done. “I told her to mind her goddamn business, and if she wants to keep breathing, she’ll keep her mouth shut.”
Maksim’s lips gave a quirk. “A cursed letter. You didn’t use to have this streak of vengeance before.”
“Yeah, well, one too many people have fucked with me and the people I love,” she told him tartly, searching his expression for any sign to say he disapproved.
“You’re not worried she’ll try and curse you back?”
Kerrigan had a good laugh about that. “I’m sure she’ll try, but to curse, me she’d have to speak, write, or think my name. It’s all her choice, but it’ll be kinda hard to do if she’s choking to death.”
A full-on grin split his face. “Shall I start calling you my wicked little witch?”
“You can call me whatever you like,” Kerrigan answered with a smirk, but it faded soon enough. “Maks, aside from the obvious problems a single dose of a daywalking potion could cause, why are you so worried about Etienne? We signed an NDA.”
Maks brought her hands to his chest and held them there with one hand using the other to reach up and cup her cheek. 
“Wicked, I say this with all the love in my heart: don’t be naive. If there is a potion out there capable of allowing a vampire to walk in the light, every faction in the world will be after it, and nothing so flimsy as a piece of paper will stop them from getting answers out of you or Etienne.
“What little I know of Etienne is that he couldn’t possibly have thirty-five million dollars lying around to pay for your services, so he must have a partner. Or more than one partner. Which means our problems have greatly increased.”
“We have problems other than your maker having found a way to make demands on us from beyond the grave?”
She was attempting to make a joke of it, but Maksim wasn’t laughing. 
“Oh, yes, Wicked. We have problems. The night I came for you, I was preparing to meet the vampire council at a gentleman’s club in Manhattan. It’s required that every member who enters the doors wear a tuxedo.”
Confused how that had anything to do with the ghost of his maker or the problems they apparently had, Kerrigan searched his penetrating stare. 
“How very traditional.”
He agreed with a mirthless laugh. “They are, that. You don’t wear tie bars or cufflinks with a tux, Kerrigan. The rubies were in the safe at my apartment.”
“How could Etienne have gotten them then?”
Maksim tipped his head to the side, a muscle in his cheek ticking as he clenched his jaw angrily. 
“Experience and a healthy dose of suspicion says it’s one of my brothers.”
“One of your brothers?” she repeated skeptically. “Why? They want the potion?”
“It’s highly likely. You said my maker wishes me to have it; did he say why?”
Kerrigan nodded, tugging on his shirt to get him to come up and sit on the couch with her. She threw her leg over his hips, feeling the muscles in her inner thighs scream in protest. 
She didn’t care. In fact, she smiled at the reminder of everything that had happened in the big bed behind them. Kerrigan twisted her fingers in the hair at his nape and stared into his pale green eyes.
“There was a lot of bluster and insults, but the gist of it was that you’re better than all your brothers because you have a conscience, and you should have the potion because you don’t want it.”
Maksim scoffed incredulously. “Austmathr would never say I’m better than my brothers.”
“Okay, fine. He called you his greatest disappointment because you were nothing like him and weren’t the type to indiscriminately hurt people.” Maks grunted, his hands finding their place on her butt.
 “Apparently, you see very few shades of gray. You like right and wrong, and as that was so offensive to Aussie, I read between the lines and took that to mean you still have a soul and are a good person.”
He gave her a slow, sexy smirk, his fingers slipping beneath her tunic to trace circles on her skin. 
“Is that why you want me to have the potion? Because you think I’m a good person?”
“No.” His eyebrow slid up, and Kerrigan hurried to explain. “I do think you’re a good person, but that’s not why I want you to have the potion. I want you to have it because I’m selfish. If there’s something out there that will allow us to have all the hours in a day and a night together, I want them.”
“That’s not selfish,” Maksim murmured, leaning in to kiss her.
Kerrigan melted into him, feeling heat sweep up from her toes, pooling low in her belly, spreading up through her breasts, making every part of her hum and sing with need.
“Wouldn’t it be easier to summon the spirit of the witch who created the spell and the potion?”
Head spinning from his kiss, all Kerrigan could say was, “What?”
“Etienne paid you thirty-five million dollars to summon the spirit of his dead lover, who may or may not tell him where this potion is. Considering he murdered her, I can’t imagine Cecilie would want to tell him anything, and if it were me, I’d make sure he got a potion guaranteed to kill him. So, why not summon the witch who created the potion in the first place?”
Kerrigan wondered if she should be worried that he didn’t seem as affected by their kisses, but what he asked was important.
“That’s… that’s an extremely valid point. I don’t know. I mean, he’d have to have something of hers—”
“Such as her book of spells?” Maks interrupted softly.
Her belly twisted with an uneasy sensation, heat creeping up her cheeks as his expression went from soft and sexy to grim and serious. Why hadn’t it ever occurred to her to ask about the witch? 
Well, actually, it wasn’t that difficult to imagine why. She’d been so focused on the rubies, on Maksim’s rubies, she hadn’t thought of anything else.
“I’d need her name, too.”
Maks rubbed and squeezed at her backside, and the grim look he continued to maintain was starting to get to her. 
“My sire was not known for choosing stupid men. All of us were chosen for our skill as warriors, our battle strategy, and our ice-cold logic.”
“I know that.”
“I’m confident Etienne knows the name of the witch who created the potion, and whichever of my brothers he thinks he’s conning knows it too. There’s something I haven’t told you about my stay in Vivica’s dungeon, and to be perfectly honest with you, I wasn’t going to.”
Kerrigan looked back and forth between his eyes, her stomach flipping with uncertainty. 
“Maks, you can tell me anything. I won’t judge you or think less of you if Vivica did more than just put her hands on you.”
Adoration and amusement warred in his expression, and though his green eyes positively sparkled, his tone was gravely serious. 
“My virtue is intact, love. I promise. I wasn’t going to tell you because I didn’t want to frighten you. Or upset you.”
“Okay.”
“I had many opportunities to escape,” he admitted slowly, holding steady even when Kerrigan stiffened in disbelief. “Knowing this, Vivica ensured I wouldn’t want to. That I would choose to stay.”
“Why would you choose to…” Horrified, Kerrigan felt as though she couldn’t take a full breath. “Me. You chose to stay because she threatened to do something to me.”
“She needed my cooperation to an extent, and the reports she gave me weekly on where you were—along with surveillance photos of you going about your day, completely unaware—convinced me she could get to you anytime, anywhere.
“The last time I attempted to escape, she cut out my eyes so I couldn’t use my thrall to coerce one of the others to help me and to ensure I wouldn’t ever see your beautiful face again. I thought perhaps she’d simply hired an excellent private investigator, but now I think there’s more to how we ended up in that dungeon than simply your parents’ involvement.”
Kerrigan shook her head in disbelief, unable to form actual words. Maksim stayed in that dungeon. He chose to stay and sacrificed his eyes, to protect her.
“I kept you a secret, too. I worried for your safety. My brothers are like sharks, constantly circling, waiting for the smallest scent of blood in the water to suggest a weakness to be exploited. I didn’t dare reveal your existence to them until I was certain I could keep you safe, but I suspect now that one of them was the architect of this whole plot.
“That he was the person your father spoke to and outed your secret, who manipulated your parents into going to the Silver Wives. Through her, he tormented me with photos and reports of your whereabouts. He’s researched you and knows everything about you, reveling in your pain.
“He knows what you studied in school; he’s studied your coven, your business, their business, their secrets, who you follow on social media, what you’ve spent his money on, the offshore account you moved it all into. And, it’s very likely, he knows about Ilex and the Fae destroying the Wives.”
Strangely, Kerrigan didn’t feel frightened by the fact that one of Maksim’s brothers had essentially been stalking her. She felt angry.
Angry to have so blindly agreed to do this job.
Angry for having been so focused on her obsession with finding anything to do with Maksim that she’d put her family in danger.
Angry, she’d been dumb enough to look at what was right in front of her and not see the trick for what it was or sense someone was following her.
“This is what my clan has done for centuries, and we’re very good.” Maksim didn’t sound pleased about it in the least. 
“As closely as you were being watched, my brother would have done his research, spoken to other Summoners before agreeing to partner with Etienne, and I have no doubt he is aware that a personal item and a name are required to summon the witch who created the potion.
“One dose isn’t enough because one vampire with the power to walk in the light is vulnerable. Not just to his clan, but to all the other clans who will seek him out and destroy him. My brother needs you to get the book, and then he’ll do whatever it takes to gain your cooperation to summon the witch.”
“Or he’ll just kill me because summoning a dead witch isn’t nearly as difficult as putting a shattered vampire soul back together,” Kerrigan murmured hoarsely, starting to feel that lick of fear now. Not for herself, but for the people she had to lose. Her coven. Maks. 
“Any Summoner with enough power can do it.”
“Yes,” Maksim agreed softly, and she didn’t see fear or anger in his eyes. 
Kerrigan saw ice-cold calm. She realized she wasn’t looking at her lover now; she was looking at a man with seven hundred years of experience as a warrior. A warrior with a battle to fight. 
“The one chance I have to keep you safe hinges on whether or not he knows you found me. If he has, I expect a full complement of Armistice’s finest to show up here to kill me and take you.”
Kerrigan snorted derisively, grinding her teeth in reaction to the very idea someone would come here and try to kill Maks.
“Ivy is the daughter of a forest god. No one crosses the boundary of the coven lands without an invitation. Ten thousand mercenaries could show up, and they’d be swallowed up by the vegetation. We’re safe here.”
Maks gave her a look that said, without being cruel, she was still being naive. “For how long, love? Armistice doesn’t just employ vampires. There are shifters, witches, humans, creatures that aren’t bound by the night who will sit and wait for you or one of your sisters to leave your protected lands, and whichever one of my brothers is holding the reins will do whatever he has to, to get you to leave and save her.”
He sighed heavily and drew her in to wrap his arms around her, pressing his fingers into her hair to tuck her cheek to his shoulder. 
“There’s only one option left to ensure you and your coven are safe.”
“I will cut you if you’re about to suggest leaving me here while you go off and do something dumb and heroic.”
He chuckled darkly, pressing a kiss to the skin just behind her ear. 
“I’m not leaving you. I’m not letting you out of my sight, and there will be consequences for it.”
“Consequences?”
Maksim rubbed his cheek against hers. “You may see a side of me that will frighten you. I will be cruel, I will lie, I will be cold and unfeeling, I will hurt others, perhaps even you with my words if it means ensuring you survive. There is nothing I will not do, nothing I will not say if it means protecting you.”
Kerrigan closed her eyes and snuggled in. “Do your worst, Maks. I’ll still love you. What’s our one option?”
He gave a ragged, emotion packed sigh. “I return home and reclaim my position as head of Armistice. If Austmathr truly wishes to assist you in collecting Cecilie’s soul, allow him to do so, and if you can, get her to tell you the location of the book and the potion before meeting with Etienne so I can destroy them.
“There will still be danger; my brothers will still seek to use you against me because you are my weakness, and in my world, there is no room for weaknesses. Are you… are you smiling?”
She sure as shit was. Kerrigan tilted her head back over his arm to show him how big she was smiling. 
“If your brothers have been watching me, then they know what I’m capable of. Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m weak or vulnerable, Maks.
“Don’t take me back there, believing I’m powerless. Take me home to your people knowing I can and will be very practical when it comes to ensuring you and I both live long and happy lives together.”
Kerrigan sat perfectly still, giving her warrior mate the time he needed to see her smile was not one of happiness. It was the grin of a lioness on the hunt for her next meal.
After a few moments of prolonged silence, Maksim finally nodded. “I will not be so foolish as to discredit you, Kerrigan.”
“See that you don’t.” Kerrigan touched a quick kiss to his stern lips and let herself completely relax in his arms. “So, what’s the plan?”




CHAPTER NINETEEN



Maks wandered around Kerrigan’s bedroom in the coven house while she packed, looking at the room she’d called her own for the last three years. She’d painted the walls and floor all the same dark gray but kept the ceiling white.
Her furniture was black and glossy, antiques she’d painted. Much of the fabric in the room was soft black velvet, the darkness of it broken up by a frothy green fern in the gold-painted fireplace.
“Could you pass me the red striped bag?” Following the point of her finger, Maks picked up the small pouch from her vanity, momentarily rooted to the spot as he caught sight of a familiar photo turned toward him.
Maksim stared at the image of him and Kerrigan, taken on the night of her eighteenth birthday, remembering that moment with startling clarity. He’d come close to kissing her.
If not for the photographer’s rude and untimely interruption, Maksim would have sliced his tongue across his fangs and cemented their bond right then and there. 
No grand gestures, no declarations of his love and adoration, just an impulsive claiming in the lobby of the tiny opera house.
Despite Maksim’s initial anger, that photographer prevented Maksim from starting something he wouldn’t have been able to finish.
“Maks? Everything okay?”
He blinked at the soft question, remembering Kerrigan had asked for the little bag. He picked it up and passed it over, feeling things rattle and shift inside it. 
“Yes, of course. What’s this?”
“Just make-up. Maybe a curse or two.” Maks grinned at her teasing tone, going to sit in the plush velvet chair by the fireplace while Kerrigan continued to pack. “Will I need anything formal?”
“Possibly, but I can take you shopping in the city. You really only need a few changes of clothes.”
She nodded as she rolled another sweater and stuck it in her bag. “It’ll make me feel good to have some of my own stuff. I won’t pack the whole closet, don’t worry. Did you find out everything you needed to know about which of your brothers is running the company?”
Maksim clicked his tongue and pressed his fingertips together, glancing out the window at the moonlit night. 
“Unfortunately not. There’s general information about the company on the internet, but it’s little more than a brochure.
“When the Internet was invented and everyone seemed so keen on putting every piece of information about anyone and anything on it, I began hiring the best and the brightest in the field to ensure Armistice and all her secrets remained just that. A secret.
“After the whole system got more sophisticated, there really was no way to keep our business off the web, so the techs made it as secure as possible. Before, all I needed was a password; now, it seems to even access the main company webpage, a retinal scan is required. The growth in technology astounds me.”
The plan he’d made would have to change, but as of this moment, he wasn’t certain how to go about obtaining information on his brothers without giving them the upper hand. Maksim had a few contacts he could reach out to, but after twelve years of no communication, there could be no certainty they would honor previous arrangements and keep his secrets.
It galled him to admit it, but Kerrigan’s safety was more important than his pride. 
“I will need one more day to consider how to safely move forward.”
She smiled at him without a hint of recrimination, but whatever she’d intended to say was interrupted by a quick knock on her bedroom door. 
“Come in!”
Rowena cracked the door and poked her head in with a smile. “Hey, I just came up to give you some stuff.”
“You don’t have to do that,” Kerrigan exclaimed but came around the bed to open the door wider for Rowena to come in.
Rowena shrugged and handed over a basket with an assortment of items and wiggled her fingers at it all. “It’s just a few things to keep you comfortable. The charm on your pillowcase is probably wearing out, and you never know if you’ll have need of some ribbons.”
Kerrigan set the basket of witchy treats aside to give her coven leader a hug. 
“Thank you. I promise we’ll be back before Samhain.”
“Take your time and do what needs doing,” Rowena replied. “Don’t forget to pack your tools, just in case.”
Kerrigan nodded in agreement and skipped back into her enormous closet. As soon as Kerrigan disappeared from sight, Rowena went from smiling happily to giving him the look of a woman willing to strap on armor and wade fearlessly into battle. 
She lowered her voice to a near whisper, but he’d have heard her even if she were across the room.
“If I don’t hear from you on a regular basis with updates that my sister is safe, I will be extremely displeased.” 
The weight of menace behind the warning almost made him smile. It would be the wrong thing to do, of course, but the urge was there just the same. 
“You will not like the consequences if I have to come down to the Armistice building to see for myself that she’s alright.”
In his life, Maksim had met many powerful women—some of them queens, some of them kitchen maids—but all of them had one thing in common: when they spoke, they made people listen.
It struck him as odd that so many of those powerful women—Rowena included—weren’t physically imposing. Tall and statuesque, the coven leader stood with her lovely curves outlined in a pair of petal pink high-waisted trousers and a white sweater with ruffles on the shoulders,
Rowena looked like a delicate feminine flower. Not any kind of force to be reckoned with, but he could see it in her eyes, and one didn’t possess that gleam of fearless courage without having done their fair share of battle.
“I understand,” Maksim murmured. “I will do everything in my power to assure no harm comes to Kerrigan.”
Rowena gave a sharp nod. “Good. Astrid says you need to call Reece and ask him about his brother-in-law.”
“What? Why?”
Rowena shrugged and tilted her head at Kerrigan. “She didn’t say, but Kerrigan has his number. This is my private number. Call.”
Maksim accepted the simple black and white card and tucked it into his pocket. “You have my word.”
“Have fun in the city, Kerrigan,” Rowena advised with a wink.
“I will. Thanks for the swag.”
“You’re most welcome,” Rowena replied with a smile, then left with a wave.
As soon as the door shut behind her, Maksim turned to give Kerrigan his full attention. 
“Your fearless leader claims Astrid has given us instructions to call Reece and ask him about his brother-in-law.”
Kerrigan didn’t seem surprised or irritated by the lack of further information as she scooped up her phone, patting the bed beside her in an invitation to sit while it rang.
“County morgue; you stab’em, we slab’em!”
Maksim couldn’t stop himself from smiling, but Kerrigan rolled her eyes at Reece’s chipper and wholly inappropriate greeting. “Tell me about your brother-in-law, Reece.”
“Well, hello to you too, princess,” Reece answered.
“Hello, Reece,” Maksim replied.
“Hey, man! How’s it goin’?” Reece answered jovially. “You get topped up and back to normal?”
Kerrigan sighed in exasperation, but Maksim was happy to be cordial. 
“I am indeed back to normal. How are things with you?”
“Oh, can’t complain, can’t complain. Just got back from a hunt with the pride, got a belly full of cow and suds on the way. Why’d you wanna know about Garth?”
Garth? Maksim mouthed, causing Kerrigan to smirk before addressing their leonine friend. 
“Orders from Astrid. Do you mind?”
“Naw,” Reece drawled, the sound of a door opening and closing came clearly through the phone. “He hooked up with my sister about six years ago, nice guy. My sister has some baggage left over from time spent with our previous pride, and somehow she talked Garth into heading into the concrete jungle.
“He’s a big dude, almost as big as Uriah, and built like a brick shithouse with plenty of brawling experience. Made sense for him to get a job working for this security company called Armistice, which is just downright funny if you ask me.”
The confusion cleared from Kerrigan’s face in an instant while Maksim maintained a feeling of uncharacteristic surprise. 
“What’s he do there?”
“No idea,” Reece slurped at something noisily. “We don’t talk much about his job whenever he brings my sister around to shift and run for the weekend.”
“You know anything about the people running it?” Kerrigan asked casually.
Reece chuckled easily. “You lookin’ for a new job, princess?”
“Never know,” Kerrigan replied.
“Well, according to Garth, the whole thing is owned and operated by this seriously old clan of vampires. He says the pay is great, benefits are even better, and when Kate pops out a few cubs, he’ll get paternity leave.”
“I’m interested in who is in charge of the company.” Maksim believed Reece did know; otherwise, Astrid wouldn’t have advised Kerrigan to call.
“Oh, I see. You’re the one looking for a job.” Reece’s leering grin was plain to hear. “I get it. Didn’t figure you’d be the type to enjoy having a sugar mama.”
Kerrigan gave an impatient hiss. “Reece, do you know who’s running the company or not?”
“Don’t know his name. Garth just calls him, The Prince. I guess he’s some British vamp with a stick up his ass and super anal about paperwork. Hey, uh, I don’t mean to be rude or anything, but can we hurry this up? I got a girl coming over in about three minutes—”
Maksim raised his hand when Kerrigan would have objected, not needing any further answers from Reece. 
“Thank you for your assistance, Reece. Enjoy your woman.”
“Oh, man, I so will. She’s a wildcat. Later, princess.” Reece hung up, and Kerrigan shifted on the bed to get a better look at Maks’ expression.
“Well?” she asked. “I gather that meant something to you.”
Maksim inclined his head, feeling much better about taking Kerrigan into the city, and yet he was confused. 
“Yes, love. It meant something. Let’s go for a walk.”
*****
“I came to America the summer of 1776 with three of my brothers.” Maksim turned his face into the wind, inhaling to catch the scent of a fox, silently running through the brush after a mouse. “Austmathr was long since dead, and Bronagh was intrigued by the conflict brewing. He thought it might be advantageous to get a foothold in the New World.
“I’d seen more than my share of wars by then, but the War for Independence was unlike anything I’d experienced. The American’s weren’t going to give up no matter what atrocities were visited upon them by the British.
“The Minutemen were impressive marksmen despite the fact that their weapons were grossly inaccurate. Do you have any idea the skill it takes to fire a lead ball from a gun that weighs ten pounds with a barrel forty-six inches in length and hit your target on purpose?”
Kerrigan shook her head, smiling up at him appreciatively. 
“No. I’ve never actually handled a gun.”
Maksim lifted his free hand to mimic the rifle, sighting down his arm, remembering clearly the feel of polished wood and steel in his hands, the acrid smell of gunpowder and the blinding flash of the flint striking the firing plate. 
“It was incredible how quickly they recovered, able to load and fire three rounds per minute. An astronomical feat in that time; the damage a musket ball could do was truly devastating. One shot could blow a three-inch hole through a man.”
Maksim shook his head, able to so clearly picture a field full of corpses beneath a foggy haze of smoke from cannons and muskets, the smell of rotting flesh and dead men vivid enough that he had to lift Kerrigan’s hand to his mouth to inhale the smell of his soap on her skin to banish the stink.
“I was gathering information in Charleston when the British seized control of the city. They burned it to the ground, and as I made my escape, I came across a boy stumbling through the rubble. He couldn’t have been more than ten, clinging to the severed hand of a woman.
“He wasn’t the first displaced child of war I’d ever seen, and God knows he wouldn’t be the last, but there was something about him. We stared at one another for several moments, and not once did he flinch, even though the sound of gunfire could be heard from only one street over. I still don’t know what it is he saw, but he put down the severed hand he was clinging to and took mine instead.”
Maksim tucked Kerrigan’s hand into the crook of his elbow, opening his other hand to let his palm play through the last of the autumn weeds. 
“I’d planned on finding him a home away from the fighting, but he refused to stay put. I’d leave him somewhere, and by the next night, I’d wake up to find him waiting for me. Couldn’t get rid of the bugger no matter what I did.
“My brothers thought he would make a tasty snack, and even after he realized what we were, he was determined to stay. He spoke the native language, and when I found him, someone had already taught him French and English.
“It came to light that he was the illegitimate child of a British woman and a native Indian, so people mistook him for a slave. He absorbed, remembered, and could report everything he read, saw, or heard with incredible accuracy. 
“He could mimic anyone’s voice or accent, but when he was with us, he clung to his British accent. He was such an adaptable little brute; he could go into a house and pretend to scrub floors or run errands during the day for whoever I’d take an interest in, and when I woke at night, he’d have an entire report waiting for me. Thomas was nineteen when he contracted smallpox.”
“You turned him,” Kerrigan stated calmly.
Maksim confirmed it with a hum, kicking a rock down the path ahead of them. “I did.”
“Is Thomas an only child?”
The gentle note of teasing in her voice made him smile. “Yes. I have sired no other progeny.”
To say the words aloud strangely brought a pang of regret. Earlier at the coven house when Kerrigan had gathered her things, Maksim watched her join in on a conversation about Rowena’s insistence on being Ivy’s midwife.
Kerrigan laughed with them, rubbed the small mound of Ivy’s pregnant belly, and teased her about giving birth to a hairy monster of a baby. It had been painful to watch.
Of all the many things Maksim could give his Bride, fathering a child with her would never be one of them. 
He’d never thought about it before, but seeing Kerrigan’s happiness when she leaned down and spoke to Ivy’s growing belly, Maksim felt nothing but regret.
“Shame,” she told him now with a wicked glint in her eye. “I’d make one hell of a wicked step-mother.”
He startled himself by laughing, and she joined him with a few musical giggles. They walked a fair length before their laughter ebbed, and Maksim found he was unable to leave the question unasked.
“Will you regret being unable to have children with me?”
Kerrigan grew pensive, quietly considering her answer, and every moment she didn’t speak was another moment dread curdled in his belly.
“Not at all. I look forward to being the aunt who gives outrageous, exasperating, and completely inappropriate birthday presents. While the rest of the coven is popping out babies, I’ll keep my girlish figure and look this good for the rest of my life. ”
Maksim turned and slid his arms around her, coaxing more happy laughter out of her as he took her hands and swayed with her under the moonlight. 
“It will be a long and happy life, I promise you, my most precious blood.”




CHAPTER TWENTY



Kerrigan whispered his name, never-ending shudders echoing along her body and into his. Beneath her, Maksim had the most gorgeous view in the world, watching the blood rush up her chest, her throat, into her cheeks.
A trickle slid from the four punctures framing her right nipple, the furled bud hard and tight. Only three nights of sexual bonding between them, and already she responded to his bite with an immediate, mind-altering orgasm.
Her breasts shook with every desperate plunge of her hips, as though she couldn’t bear to stop chasing the pleasure twisting through her. He watched the ribbon of blood curve down the underside of her breast and drip onto her belly.
Fixated on the crimson path, Maksim could see her stomach clench in time with the rippling squeeze of her vaginal muscles, gripping him so tight it was a wonder he could even move. 
The silvery skeins of her hair tickled his thighs; the whisper-soft caress a sharp contrast to the prick of her black fingernails where she clawed at his chest.
Kerrigan didn’t just let the pleasure wash over her, she rode the wave, working herself up and down, back and forth, demanding every drop. 
He fought to hold back, to let her take all she needed before he allowed his own furious hunger to consume her. New to the pleasure of mating, Maksim wanted her to experience everything she’d ever fantasized about.
In a few short hours, they would enter a den of vipers, and even with all his planning and strategizing, things could go wrong. The threat of losing her consumed him and brought forth a wildness that bordered on rabid.
The rippling fingers of white-hot bliss wrapped around his shaft in a bruising clench started to ease, giving him the opportunity he’d been waiting for. 
Maksim flipped her down to the bed, unable to help the grin that spread when she whimpered and weakly grabbed at his hips to stop him from withdrawing.
“Hush, love. We’re far from finished.” Her sounds of protest turned into a long moan as he bent over her and used his tongue to clean the thin trails of blood from her belly. 
He worked his way up, lapping at the underside of her breast, licking and sucking at the tender flesh until not even a smear of red was left behind.
He got to where he’d bitten into her, just in time to feel the punctures close. When he raised his head to look, he was pleased to see smooth, fair, unblemished skin.
Maksim set his hands on either side of her shoulders and looked up at her as he licked the last luscious drop of her blood from his lips. Whatever expression he wore made her breath catch and excitement widen her eyes.
“Turn. Over.”
Kerrigan was on her belly before the last syllable left his mouth. He touched a kiss to her shoulder, which would be the last gentle touch he gave her for a while.
Maks slid one hand down beneath her, pushing down between her skin and the bed until his fingertips touched the stripe of curls at the top of her mons. 
The sound she made when he jerked her hips up, shock and eagerness, fanned the fire already burning inside him. 
“Reach up and put your hands against the headboard.”
Kerrigan obeyed his guttural command, shoving pillows aside so he could see her fingers spread wide on the snowy white wood. 
Her heart rate had slowed while he licked the blood from her skin, but now he could hear it thundering once again.
Her breath came in short bursts, and Maksim thought about being gentle. To deny his animalistic urges and take her with all the love and tenderness she deserved.
Maksim almost convinced himself, but then Kerrigan tilted her pelvis and pushed back to catch the head of his cock with the slick, scalding hot mouth of her pussy and said, “Please?”
Without a seconds hesitation, Maksim plowed upward, driving deep without care or restraint. Surprise had her swaying forward with a sharp cry, but she straightened her arms and pushed back. 
The position forced her backside higher, her body bowing in elegant supplication with a muted moan of bliss.
Maksim went to his knees and grabbed hold of her hips, picking up a driving rhythm that echoed her racing heartbeat. 
He didn’t want to hurt her, but the more he tried to hold back, the tighter she gripped him, and if the sound of her ecstatic shouts were any indicator, she loved it.
His head spun, his vision wavering as he got closer to his own end. Maks had to throw one hand out against the wall to brace himself, lifting her almost off her knees with his arm around her waist.
She screamed, begged, and he was powerless to resist.
Until her, Maksim hadn’t ever felt the world fall away with his orgasm. It tore from his cock in white-hot spurts, liquefying his muscles one moment, turning them to stone the next. 
He was soaring free, burning up in a conflagration of pure sensation, with Kerrigan at the very heart of the blaze.
Maksim barely had the presence of mind to shift his weight to one side as he slumped forward, taking them both to their sides. 
Kerrigan hugged his arm between her breasts, holding on tight as a cascade of shudders wracked her sweat-slicked body.
“Let’s… do that… again,” she panted.
His own heart struggled to keep up, forcing him to actually take a few deep breaths. Her demand left him grinning smugly. 
“Liked that, did you?”
“So much.” Her words came out slurred and sleepy, and had they not already made their appointment in the city, he would have spent the night giving her exactly what she asked for.
*****
At her request, Maks took his shower first, knowing all too well if they got in together, they wouldn’t make their appointment. 
He left her sprawled across the bed amid the tangled blankets, a dreamy smile on her face. He didn’t linger, but in the time it had taken him to wash up, Kerrigan had made the bed, gone upstairs, and come back down with a gift.
A smart looking suit waited for him, draped over the couch. The dark charcoal-colored coat and matching trousers sat side by side, the waistcoat with slender silver pinstripes lay beside a dove-gray shirt with silver buttons.
He watched as Kerrigan finished lifting a pair of black Oxfords and a matching leather belt from the box to set on the coffee table. 
He must have made some sound because she straightened and whirled to face him, looking like she’d been caught in the act of doing something naughty.
“Surprise!” she said with a flash of her hands.
“I certainly am surprised,” he managed to answer, having forgotten what it was like to be on the receiving end of her surprises. “When did you have time to find me a suit?”
She shrugged and lifted a narrow box from the white bag at her feet, still blushing clear to the roots of her hair. 
“I took some measurements while you were sleeping and sent them off to a local tailor. Green or gray?”
Kerrigan held an emerald green tie in one hand and pewter-colored silk in the other.
“Green. You did all this for me?”
“Of course I did,” she told him, her brows coming together in a prim little frown as she turned to lay the green tie across the suit coat. “Jeans and a sweatshirt might be appropriate for out here in the country, but I knew you’d want to be suited up and well-armored for tonight.”
His heart gave a mighty thump as he realized she’d done more than give him a gift. Maksim was definitely not a jeans and sweatshirt kind of man and would certainly have felt out of place in anything less than a three-piece suit when meeting with his brothers. 
In having a suit prepared for him, she was giving him back a measure of normalcy, of dignity.
Swallowing the burning lump that had risen in his throat, Maksim crossed the distance separating them and caught her chin between his fingers. She smiled up at him immediately, her hands sliding around his waist.
“I haven’t told you, have I?” he said with regret.
“Told me what?”
Maksim searched her gaze to find her eyes were more purple now than blue. Like lavender on a cloudy day. In the grip of pleasure, they turned a deeper shade, like blue glacial ice.
“To simply say, ‘I love you,’ seems so inadequate.” When she was surprised, like now, the two colors swirled together, shimmering like a geode. “I’m no poet, Kerrigan, but I tell you truly, nothing, no one, has ever been more important to me. With every cell in my body, I live for you.”
A spill of happy tears rolled down her cheeks as she stretched up on her toes to press her lips to his. Maksim lost himself for a time in the sweetness of her kiss, chasing her when her heels dropped back to the floor.
“I live for you, too,” she murmured, only a breath between them. “Will you indulge me in a little fantasy?”
Screw their appointment; he’d get her money back as soon as he had access to his bank accounts. 
“Anything.”
Her blunt teeth raked over her bottom lip, and she whispered something he would never have expected. Something that made his mouth dry and his cock hard as granite.
“I want to help you get dressed.”


*****
Kerrigan watched Maks’s eyes turn preternaturally bright in response to her request. Part of her felt silly for even asking, but it was the truth. She’d dreamed of helping him get dressed in his spiffy suits.
Without reason, she’d learned to tie all sorts of knots, envisioning standing in front of him, adding that one final touch with a fancy knot to his tie to finish off his look.
“Anything,” he repeated hoarsely. “I’ll need to dry my hair first.”
Brimming with eagerness, Kerrigan let go of his waist in favor of lifting her hands to rake through his hair with one of the simplest, most useful spells Kerrigan had ever learned. 
“Aquae Motum.”
Every last drop of water clinging to Maksim’s slicked-back hair defied gravity to collect in her palms. 
A flick of her fingers pushed it all together until a ball of water hovered just above her skin, that she then carried to the bathroom to toss into the shower. 
Maks looked both delighted as he reached up to feel his perfectly dry hair, and Kerrigan couldn’t help but smile.
“Stick with me, kid. You’ll never need a hairdryer again.”
He chuckled in reply, lifting his arms slightly when she reached around from behind him to tug his towel away. Keeping to her task was a study in focus.
Kerrigan struggled to look away from his nude body, especially as his cock was fully engorged, thick and pointing straight up toward his navel. 
Obviously aware of her perusal, Maksim crossed his arms akimbo, taking a stance reminiscent of a ship captain standing on the deck of a pitching ship. Or a sultan impatient to be serviced.
“Boxers or briefs?” In addition to picking up the suit this afternoon, Kerrigan also snagged some extras.
His smile went from curious to downright wicked. 
“Neither.”
Despite having had him twice already tonight, her hands trembled with a rush of undeniable arousal as she put the underthings back in the shopping bag. 
The fine wool blend trousers were soft in her hands. Soft enough she supposed to not irritate him. The belt buckle jangled when she threw it over her shoulder, the rug scratchy under her knees when she knelt at his feet and gathered the pant legs up for him to step into.
The skim of her fingers along his thighs as she pulled the fabric up to his hips made his cock jerk and visibly pulse. Kerrigan was careful with the zipper, following his direction to leave the slacks unclasped at the waist.
“It will be much easier to tuck in my shirt,” he told her, his voice having dropped to a silky rumble.
“Kay. Undershirt?”
“No, thank you.”
There was something about knowing just how little fabric separated his skin from hers, and Kerrigan already had plans for undressing him later. 
She picked up his shirt, loving the color of it, and walked around behind him to help him shrug into sleeves. Maks made an appreciative sound when Kerrigan came around to slip the pearly silver buttons through their holes.
“You said this tailor is local?”
Kerrigan nodded, glad her measurements had been accurate. “Mr. Fausti, yes. He set up shop only a few years before the coven moved here to keep up with the wedding venues that have sprouted up all over the place.”
“His work is exquisite.” High praise from a man who’d been having his expensive suits expertly tailored for decades.
“I’m glad you like it. How would you prefer your shirt to be tucked in? In front or behind this rather sizable bulge?”
Maksim snickered at her teasing, making no moves to take over. 
“In front, always.”
She realized what a silly question it was. If tucked behind his cock, any time he got an erection, the head would peek up above the waist of his pants. Like it was doing now. 
Her hands were careful, but Kerrigan couldn’t keep herself from purposefully letting the pointed tips of her fingernails scrape lightly along the length of his shaft.
He sucked in a hiss of air, his belly flexing in response to the teasing caress, and when she moved around to tuck the shirt down over his butt, Kerrigan bit her lip to keep from getting a good grab of the taut muscles. 
She’d appreciated many an ass from afar over the years, but Maks truly had a butt to die for. Marble statues of Greek gods would be envious to have their posteriors compared to Maksim’s.
She came around and flipped his collar up, draping the emerald green tie around his neck, enjoying the riot of butterflies twisting through her belly in response to his unwavering stare.
“Where did you learn to do this?” he asked as she pinched the thicker side of the tie in one hand and started the loops with the other end.
Kerrigan carefully tightened and straightened, coaxing the slick material to lie just the way she wanted. 
“I was in Paris chasing after a book. It was late, and I couldn’t sleep, so I flicked on the TV and came across a sexy movie. It was all in French, and at the time, I wasn’t fluent enough to understand everything, but the couple’s body language was enough. She was helping him get dressed for the day, and… I don’t know. It just struck a chord.”
“It made you sad,” Maks told her softly, lifting his hand to stroke his fingertip down the slope of her cheek, like she had the tears she’d cried that night tattooed on her face.
“It did. I got online and watched a bunch of other videos on how to tie all sorts of fancy knots. It got me through the night.” She finished up and flattened his collar, smoothing her hands down his chest with a smile. 
He didn’t say anything in response, so she retreated to fetch the pinstriped vest, swirling her fingers over the round buttons.
“What’s that smile for?”
She lifted her shoulder, moving around him to tighten the strap at his low back, fitting the vest snugly to his waist. 
“I had some special buttons that I asked Mr. Fausti to use. It came out better than I thought.”
Maksim glanced down. “Medusa?”
“Mmhm. I got these first in Greece, and when I heard their story, I couldn’t resist.” She reached into the pocket of her robe, opening her hand to show him the cufflinks. 
“They’re silver coins rumored to have been used as payment to an ancient sect of assassins who killed men accused of harming women. I had them coated in a protective resin so they won’t burn you. Did you know Medusa means, Guardian?”
“I believe I read that somewhere.” Of course he had.
Kerrigan slipped the links into his shirt sleeves. “I figure, since we’re going into a potentially dangerous situation, it wouldn’t hurt to have a few charms to remind us of a protective demi-goddess with the power to turn her enemies to stone.”
Amusement curled the corners of his lips up. “I realize you’ve never seen me at my worst, love, but it’s not my ability to take on my brothers that’s concerning me. It’s the danger swirling around you and not knowing which brother is responsible.”
“That’ll work itself out,” she told him confidently. “I haven’t finished piecing together Cecilie’s spirit, and until I do, whoever is pulling Etienne’s strings won’t make a move to hurt me. We’ve got time. Another month, at least.
“I know you’re a master tactician and all, so I’m curious: has the idea of just walking in there and taking the direct approach crossed your mind? Let them know upfront that you’re aware one of them stabbed you in the back?”
The reminder that Kerrigan was in jeopardy deflated his arousal, and a glance up at his face revealed anger he quickly tried to conceal. 
“I did consider it, yes, and I may still opt for the direct approach. Experience has taught me to start slow when hunting for a traitor. It is a marathon, not a sprint, and playing our hand too early may only give him reason to try and act against us.”
“You’ve all been together so long, won’t they know how to evade detection?”
“Possibly,” he conceded, lifting his arms again so she could slide the black belt through the loops of his pants. “But as you say, we’ve been together long enough, battled together, killed together, survived together. It is difficult to conceal our true natures from one another. Almost impossible.”
Kerrigan finished buckling his belt and tugged his vest down, straightened and smoothed his tie, and stepped back to admire the beauty of a lethal predator in such a handsome suit.
“Is there anything you need me to do to help make this easier for you? Aside from not mentioning Etienne, your rubies, staying safe, and sticking close.”
Kerrigan took his hands when he held them out to her. A rush of warmth spread through her when he raised her knuckles to his mouth with a smile that made the skin around his eyes crease.
“Be yourself and listen to your intuition. That’s all. Now, do I get to dress you?”
“If you want,” she managed breathlessly, familiar now with the heat smoldering in his gaze. “I need to shower first.”
“I’ll be here.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



They walked into the lobby of the building he’d purchased forty years ago, and Maksim felt a pang of nostalgia for the familiarity of it. In his absence, nothing in the way of decor seemed to have changed.
The security was certainly tighter, and there were cameras perched in practically every corner to ensure there were no blind spots or places for an intruder to hide. In front of each elevator or access door, a shifter stood guard.
The assistant who greeted them upon their entry to the building led the way into the elevator, offering a cool, professional smile as they followed, pushing the button for the fifteenth floor. 
The assistant didn’t make small talk on the quick ride up, informing them as she opened the door to a library that acted as a meeting room, they were right on time for their appointment.
“One of the senior staff will be with you shortly. May I offer you any refreshments?” 
Maksim didn’t recall the woman’s face, and she didn’t seem to know him, so he reasoned the human woman must have been hired after his disappearance.
“No, thank you.” 
Maksim wouldn’t allow Kerrigan to eat or drink anything in this building until he knew how well they would be received. Perhaps not even then.
The door shut behind the assistant, and Maks turned to watch Kerrigan shed her Victorian-esque wool coat. Somehow she’d managed to find lipstick and mile-high heels both in the same tantalizingly dark shade of red.
The black dress she wore beneath clung—from her elbows to her knees—to every curve of her body, both demure and wildly erotic. Maksim supposed it was because he knew what delights lie beneath the thin, silky fabric.
The only blight to the otherwise beautiful picture she made was the necklace his maker’s ghost had taken residence inside. 
As he watched, Kerrigan reached up and rubbed her thumb against the two inch black diamond spear dangling from the end. 
It looked habitual, and Maksim couldn’t help but wonder if that’s how Austmathr sipped at her energy.
Certain they were being watched, Maks couldn’t outright say it left him seething mad to know any part of his sire survived or that he’d be purchasing Kerrigan a new necklace at the first opportunity; the last thing he wanted was for any of his brothers to get hold of Austmathr’s spirit and use it to wreak untold chaos.
Kerrigan swirled the chain around her fingers before letting it drop. Amusement in her expression when she looked his way, and nothing about her posture or her scent suggested she was nervous. She was poised and calm, slowly moving around the small library of first editions.
“How long do you think they’ll make us wait?”
Maksim put aside thoughts of her jewelry for another time, fighting the urge to loosen his tie as his body responded to the sight of her stroking her fingertips down the book spines.
“However long it takes for them to compare the fingerprints on file with the ones I left on the pen and the counter downstairs. When that fails, I suspect they will begin comparing the security images with their own memories. They’re likely listening to us now.”
Kerrigan gave a nod of acceptance, circling around to seat herself in the glossy leather wingback in front of the fireplace facade. “Of course.”
His Bride had phenomenal instincts, keeping quiet despite the fact he could see questions brimming in her gaze. 
She picked up her mobile and started to play a noisy game, her toe bobbing to indicate her boredom, only looking up to briefly track the movement of Maks unbuttoning his coat and sliding his hand into his pocket, setting his opposite elbow on the corner of Kerrigan’s chair.
A few minutes later, Kerrigan put her phone away and flicked a silver strand of hair off her forehead. She looked up at him with a quick smile and ever so slightly lifted her chin toward the door. He heard nothing from inside the soundproofed room, but seconds later, the door opened. In no time, the library was flooded with shifters and vampires.
The shifters he didn’t recognize, but the four vampires, he knew well, and each of them positively vibrated with outrage.
Virico had died a Roman and was born a vampire in the Catalonian Fields. Dhiraj, a Saracen in Anatolia was born a vampire during the second Crusade. Aubin, a French crusader himself, died only a few years later and was born a vampire in Egypt.
Each of them had been painstakingly collected by Austmathr during the greatest battles he could find, and then, there was Thomas. 
Maksim knew Austmathr would have despised Maksim’s choice of firstborn, favoring seasoned men with bloody, vicious reputations for death and mayhem. He would have seen Thomas as weak for having succumbed to an illness.
“Who are you?” Thomas demanded. Virico, Dhiraj, and Aubin all glaring daggers through Maks, clearly believing he was an impostor.
Maksim expected their skepticism, but oddly not the anger he felt in response. Twelve years was the blink of an eye to a vampire. 
He’d raised Thomas from the time he was a boy and spent centuries alongside his brothers. Were they really so easily fooled by the change in his eye color and mismatching fingerprints?
“Guess they aren’t as observant as you said they were, Maks,” Kerrigan said with a rather obvious note of sarcasm.
His Bride distracted him from the feelings curdling inside him, giving him a moment of calm to respond.
“It seems so, love. It’s a sad day when my own progeny doesn’t recognize me.”
“Oh, I dunno,” she replied breezily, the toe of her shoe really bobbing now. “Whichever one of them called in so many shifters clearly does. Ivy’s dad pulled a stunt like this a while back. We decided we were all flattered to be considered a threat, and I think you should be too. I’m guessing it was Spartacus who suggested the muscle.”
Maksim couldn’t help the dark chuckle when Kerrigan lifted her fingers in a wiggly little wave. 
“Virico, actually. Yes, it was most likely him. Hello, brother.”
“My brother Maksim is dead,” Virico shot back immediately, but there it was, the flicker of doubt as he glanced at Thomas. How very curious.
Thomas took an aggressive step forward, thrusting his finger forward like a lance. 
“I don’t know who you are or where this witch found you, but my maker disappeared twelve years ago and died not long after. I felt our bond sever, and your presence here is nothing but an egregious offense to his memory!”
The outrage seemed genuine; with the way Thomas spat the word ‘witch,’ he might as well have substituted a B in there and let the scathing curse fly. 
Maksim straightened from leaning against Kerrigan’s chair and made an aggressive step of his own. “How nice to know you hold my memory in such high esteem, but you will watch your tone—”
“Enough! Tell me who you are and explain your motives for this insulting charade, or I will make you.” 
Thomas jerked his chin, and the air moved against Maksim’s back as one of the shifters lunged forward.
The male was quick, managing to actually get a grip on Kerrigan and jerk her from the chair before Maksim could react. 
The knowledge that the shifter could have killed Kerrigan instead of simply taking her by the arm, that he touched her at all, sent Maksim into a killing rage the likes of which he hadn’t experienced since he was a fledgling.
He grabbed the wingback and sent it flying at the shifter closest to him, driving the bastard back with enough force to send him through the wall and into the next room.
The shifter who dared lay hands on his Bride? His arm tore away from his shoulder like an overcooked chicken thigh, the series of crackling pops as his spinal column detached from his skull so satisfying, Maksim was tempted to keep going. To rip through all of the ridiculous, overly muscled fools who might try to take Kerrigan away from him.
“DO NOT. TOUCH. MY BRIDE!” The bellow tore from him like a battle cry, daring them, any of them, to come near her. 
The need to tear into the carotids pumping rich, hot blood was so intense Maksim could almost feel the cacophony of pulsating heartbeats in his mouth.
“Stay back!” Virico ordered, his voice rising above the snarls and growls of the shifters. “Get away from the woman!”
Scents became sharper, the musk of feline, wolf, and boar thick in his nose, overpowering the coppery tinge of blood that clung to his vampire brethren from whatever meal they’d taken tonight. 
He could kill them too. Everyone in the building. Anyone Thomas thought he could put between them in order to protect himself. Anyone Thomas thought was strong enough to separate Maksim from his mate.
“Maks, can you help me with this, please?” Kerrigan’s calm request cut through the rage. 
If she’d sounded frightened or upset, things might have escalated badly, but she was right where he’d left her, her lip curled in distaste as she held her arm out away from her body. 
Her arm, with the dead shifter’s hand and arm, still clenched around her elbow.
He was at her side instantly, digging his fingers into the tendons of the disarticulated hand to force it open. 
Maksim flung the arm away, hearing it splat against the fine hardwood floor, uncaring that the blood would stain.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, ashamed now that the beast within him, driving him to kill, maim, and tear bodies apart retreated with her closeness. 
Maksim cupped Kerrigan’s arm in his hands as gently as he could, examining the dark red marks left on her pale skin.
She actually snorted, laying her hand over his. “You’re not the one who should be apologizing to me.”
Maksim knew in that moment, his Bride truly was one in a million. 
Kerrigan’s shoulders were back, her chin lifted at a proud, defiant angle, standing there like a queen amid the carnage he’d created, and nothing he could sense or see suggested she was frightened or angry.
Oh, there was a light of fury in her eyes, but it wasn’t directed at him. She took his hand without hesitation and stood by him when he turned to face his shocked little family.
Before, Thomas had been so sure Maksim was an impostor. Now, he looked worried that he might have been wrong. 
“By the blood that binds us, you will beg forgiveness from my Bride. On your knees!”
Maksim pointed to the floor in front of him, watching shock flash across his progeny’s face before he dropped to the floor. 
It was involuntary, the bond between maker and progeny forced Thomas to obey and was all the proof he and the others needed to confirm Maksim was who he said he was.
“Miss Gray, I deeply regret any distress I may have caused you. I am not in the business of harming females, and it was beneath me to imply I would hurt you in exchange for information. Please allow me to make amends.”
It was only the fact that Thomas gave a genuine apology that kept Maksim from tossing his one and only progeny out the window of the fifteenth floor. Kerrigan was gracious with her acceptance but not above reminding Thomas he was responsible for the dead shifter and his unconscious friend.
“Of course. Please tell me neither one of the shifters my mate was driven to protect me from was named Garth.”
Still on his knees, Thomas frowned and glanced up at Virico. 
It continued to confuse and unsettle Maksim that his elder brothers were deferring to the vampire on his knees, who was barely more than a baby in their culture.
“Garth has the night off,” Virico confirmed. “You know him?”
Kerrigan made an easy sound of relief and gathered her coat and purse. “Not directly. His brother-in-law is an ally of my coven, and I’d hate to have to make the call to explain what happened here and risk losing that friendship. Now, would any of you care to hear about where Maksim has been for the last twelve years? Or do you want to piss him off again and enjoy the show?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



After dismissing the extra muscle and moving to a nearby conference room, they sat like civilized people, and Maks explained the circumstances that led him to be captured by the Silver Wives. The vampires across from them were silent throughout, listening attentively, and Kerrigan struggled to remain passive when Maks failed to mention it was her necromancy skills responsible for restoring his ability to see, feed, and use all ten fingers to touch.
He’d left out a few other details that made it seem as though her skills were limited to summoning ghosts and made it sound as though Vivica Price had been the one to stab him instead of Kerrigan. 
She trusted he’d done it on purpose and with good reason, smiling demurely whenever she became the focus of the Austmathr clan’s attention.
Kerrigan considered herself fairly good at reading people, but none of the vampires expressed anything other than confusion or anger. 
Well, Thomas looked decidedly uncomfortable, but that could stem from his previous performance or the humiliating result where he’d been forced to drop to his knees in front of every subordinate in the room.
Shifters didn’t respect weak leaders, and from the looks on the faces of the ones who’d witnessed Thomas apologize for his decision… it’d be all over the building in a matter of hours. 
Unless Thomas was the best boss in the whole world, his one impulsive mistake might cost him all his shifter employees now and in the future.
Maksim hadn’t apologized to any of the shifters for killing one of their own. He’d done it in defense of her, and he’d done it in a way that ensured the rest of the shifters would think twice before obeying an order from Thomas. 
If anything, Maksim’s actions would make the shifters respect him.
Maks definitely hadn’t been thinking that deeply when he’d gone ballistic, though. If she was honest with herself, the eruption of violence and the speed at which he’d carried it out, scared her.
He’d warned her, straight up, that he’d be different and what he’d do to ensure her safety. Of course, Kerrigan had believed him, but until she’d seen him actually carry through on his promise, she really hadn’t understood what Maks was capable of.
Always, from the first night they’d met, he promised she would be safe with him. It lulled her into this false reality, into seeing him as the handsome man in a fancy suit who lavished her with love and attention.
Kerrigan hadn’t ever seen the predator until tonight.
She’d been frightened right up until the moment the dust fell from the ceiling in response to his bellow, daring anyone else to lay so much as a finger on her. 
Kerrigan was sure he would have kept going if she hadn’t specifically asked him to help her. That he put aside his anger to do so was all the proof she needed to know where his priorities were.
As far as she was concerned, he could lie to his brothers all day long, and Kerrigan would nod, smile, and go along with whatever he said. It gave her the time she needed to study the vampires across from her.
Aubin had sandy blond hair and blue eyes so pale they were only a shade or two darker than the whites of his eyes. 
The blackness of his pupil swam in shallow waters, and she hadn’t seen him blink yet. Not one time, sitting there as still and unmoving as a statue, not breathing, not blinking, not a single muscle in his face twitching to convey his thoughts or emotions.
Aubin was creepy as hell.
Dhiraj had a close-cropped beard on his handsome face, his black hair flowing free around his ears, with eyelashes so thick and black it looked like he had eyeliner on. 
He wore a simple white button-down but managed to look like a sheik of the desert. He appeared curious and open, listening intently to Maksim speak, but his thumb tapping on the tabletop suggested impatience.
Virico sat with his elbows braced on the arms of his chair, his fingertips pressed studiously together. He was another blue-eyed beauty, with thick, feminine lips. 
His hair was the lightest shade of orange she’d ever seen, just barely red, cut in a wide mohawk. Put him in a leather kilt and strap angel wings to his back, and the unsuspecting might believe he was the god, Eros.
Well, until they looked him in the eye and saw the complete lack of a soul.
Thomas… Thomas looked like a nineteen-year-old boy who should be tossing around a football with his friends, not the head of a security company. 
He had the strong features of his Native American heritage: thick black hair cut short for business, sharp cheekbones, and a bladed nose. His skin was as fair as his English mother’s people; his eyes were a mix of brown and green, and he had freckles on his cheeks.
Sitting next to his vampire uncles, Thomas didn’t look physically imposing at all. 
Though, Wallstreet wasn’t riddled with stories of the biggest, baddest, strongest man in the board room winning the day. It was the smartest man in the room with the most patience and the strongest ability to lie who won the game.
Thomas struck her as an extremely smart man. He looked directly at her when Maksim finished speaking, betraying in neither voice nor expression anything beyond concern and curiosity.
“After all this time, how did you find my father, Miss Gray?”
Father, eh? That was an odd choice to describe his relationship with Maksim. Most vampires would say ‘my sire’ or ‘my maker.’
It wasn’t a slip of the tongue. Maksim had appeared at the most vulnerable time in Thomas’s life, protected him from his brothers who wanted to use him as a juice box, fed him, clothed him, saved him. Of course, Thomas would think of Maks as his father, but it was still unsettling the way he said it.
Kerrigan met Thomas’s direct gaze. “I was looking for him.”
Thomas batted his long lashes at her in confusion. “You watched him wither and die. Why would you be looking for him?”
Now that was an interesting question. “Initially, it was his spirit I was determined to find. I had things I needed to say. Why weren’t you looking for your father?”
Thomas blinked at her return volley, taking a moment to glance at Maksim and back to her with a shrug. 
“We were looking, but about seven years ago, I felt a sensation similar to what I imagine having one’s spine ripped out feels like. I was about to meet with Virico and Dhiraj when it happened, and when I regained consciousness, I described the sensation to them. They told me they experienced something similar when they felt their bond with Austmathr die. I assumed, believed, my sire was dead.”
Kerrigan accepted that with a nod, crossing her legs over the hand Maksim slid over her thigh, turning her attention to his brothers. 
“And you three? You assumed Maks was dead as well?”
Dhiraj tilted his head to the side, regarding her in the same way a bird of prey might. Focused, waiting patiently to see which way she would scurry. 
“The feeling of a severed sire bond is extremely painful. It is not uncommon for young vampires to die when their sire does or to violently seize or pass out. Elder vampires can withstand the excruciating pain to a point, bleeding from their ears or nose if they’re in proximity to their maker at the time of his death. We’ve experienced this first hand; why wouldn’t we believe our brother to be dead?”
Kerrigan shrugged, feeling an undeniable spurt of anger settle like a brand in her belly. 
“I have sisters, and like you, I’m biologically unrelated to any of them. Granted, we’ve only been family for around twenty years, but if one of them went missing, I wouldn’t stop looking until I found a body.
“You’ve all been together for centuries, and you call Maksim your brother, but gave up on him after three years without any evidence except Thomas’s fainting spell. No offense, Thomas.”
Aubin gave a faint smile, less than a quirk of his lips, but it was the first movement of his facial muscles she’d seen since he’d walked into the library. 
“You’re offended by our lack of loyalty.” 
It wasn’t a question, so Kerrigan didn’t bother to reply. 
“How charming,” Aubin murmured genuinely, staring at her like a damn serial killer, upping his creep factor by about ten points.
“Where is Isaiah? And Hector?” Maksim changed the subject, not commenting on his brother’s lack of loyalty or Thomas’s assumptions.
Virico spread his hands briefly. “Isaiah is recruiting in Argentina, and Hector is in theater on a rescue mission. Why did you use a false appointment to get in the door instead of contacting us directly?”
Maksim shrugged, wiggling his fingers higher up her thigh, his thumb stroking along the ribbon of her garter. 
“Because I wasn’t sure of the reception I would receive. Who moved into my apartment?”
“Hector,” Dhiraj answered without inflection. “We thought you dead; why wouldn’t we welcome you with open arms upon learning otherwise?”
“Why, indeed?” Maksim replied evasively. “I assume all of my assets have been absorbed into the company?”
Thomas flushed slightly and was quick to assure his father that everything would be returned to him immediately. 
“I’ll see to it personally. Would you like your old rooms back? I’m sure Hector won’t mind once he learns you’re here.”
Maksim snorted his amusement. “Hector will most certainly mind, and my former rooms are not adequate enough for two.”
“You think one of us betrayed you to those witches, don’t you?” Dhiraj asked, and though his tone was bland, it was clear he was insulted.
“Of course I do,” Maksim said with a cool smile, flicking his fingers out to include the rest of them. “We’ve all stabbed each other in the back at one point or another, some of us quite literally.”
Virico let out a bark of laughter and reached over Dhiraj to punch Aubin in the shoulder. 
“Naples, 1654 with a dagger! Good times, eh?”
Aubin rolled his pale eyes. “Oh, yes, wonderful. The absolute best. So, Maksim, which one of us did this dastardly thing?”
“No idea,” Maksim admitted casually. “Rest assured, I’ll find out eventually. I didn’t come back to take over the company; Thomas has apparently done an exemplary job of running things, or one of you would have killed him already.”
Thomas sat up a little straighter and smoothed his hand down the length of his crimson tie. 
“Thank you, Father.”
“Then why come back at all? In your shoes, surrounding myself with potential enemies would be the very last thing I’d do,” Dhiraj commented, scowling in earnest now as he had to lean back to avoid a slap from Aubin to Virico.
The flicker of rage returned to Maksim’s expression. “Perhaps I’ve gone a bit insane after my time in the Silver Wives’ dungeon and had too much time to think.”
Virico gave a bark of laughter and smiled with all the elegance of a shark. 
“Now that, I find hard to believe, little brother. Dhiraj does have a point, though. Bringing your vulnerable female into our house, certain one of us has it out for you, that does smack of insanity. You’re a heavy sleeper during the day.”
To Kerrigan’s ears, Virico seemed to be making a statement rather than a threat, but he’d also given it away that he thought she was weak. 
She tensed her thighs around Maksim’s hand, glad when he kept it together to answer. Sort of.
Maksim leaned forward with a toothy, wolfish, menacing smile of his own. 
“Come after her while I sleep, Virico. I dare you.”
“Always so dramatic.” The curly-haired vampire gave a roll of his eyes. “I have no designs to murder your Bride, Maksim. Truth be told, I was quite put out when you vanished. I’m head of the internal security force; my team and I will gladly assist you in whatever way you require. You know how I feel about traitors.”
The hairs on Kerrigan’s arms that had been twerking with indecision stood at attention in response to the menace Virico fed into his final statement. 
He dropped the charmingly playful mask to let her and Maksim both see the psycho lurking beneath the handsome facade.
The only one who seemed relatively sane was Thomas, but it was likely he simply hadn’t lived long enough to go crazy
“It behooves me to take second place in declaring my loyalty to you and your Bride, Father. Please forgive me,” Thomas declared with a wince. “Whatever you need, you have only to ask.”
“You still didn’t answer my question,” Dhiraj pointed out with a stubborn narrowing of his dark eyes. 
“Why come here, Maksim? Why bring your Bride here if you are so certain one of us betrayed you? Why, when we all have the finest weapons and mercenaries in the world at our disposal to pit against you?”
Maksim took a moment to answer, but he’d told her to follow her instincts, so Kerrigan took a stab at it. 
“You’re mad at Maks for putting me at risk, aren’t you?”
Dhiraj cut his gaze to her. “That you even ask says you do not understand how rare and precious a gift you are. Were you mine, I would hide you away from the entire world and burn this place to the ground with all my brothers inside before risking your life.”
“I’ve just decided you’re my favorite,” Kerrigan told him honestly, pleased to see Dhiraj’s lashes flutter, and his eyes widen in surprise. 
“It’s precious of you to consider a world where I would let Maksim leave me again. There is nothing—not time, not space, no building made of stone or an army of mercenaries that will keep me from my mate. We live together, or we burn the place down together. End of story.”
Dhiraj looked at her, his fathomless brown eyes burning with longing and a deep-seated envy. Kerrigan pointed a finger gun at him and pulled the trigger. 
“When you’re ready to sac up and get with the times, come see me. I’ll help you find your Bride.”
“What? You’ll just wave your magic wand and poof, she appears?” Aubin drawled sarcastically, his sneering doubt so thick Kerrigan could have cut it into bite-sized pieces for him to choke on. “That’s not how it works, little witch.”
“Suce mon gros orteil, toi crapaud.” The order to suck her big toe sounded so much more elegant in French. Her order and calling Aubin a toad earned a bark of laughter from Virico, and a blazing look of fury from Aubin.
“Only Maks gets to call me ‘little witch.’ And no, I will not be waving around any magic wands. I’ll use the spell witches have been using for centuries to find their perfect match. It’s literally the oldest trick in the book and has a 99.9% success rate.”
“If such a thing even existed, un-mated vampires would offer up every penny they had. Don’t waste your hope on such lies, Dhiraj.”
In a very French fashion, Aubin turned up his elegant nose and dismissed her with a wave of his hand. 
Unaccustomed to being called a liar, Kerrigan stood up, planted her palms on the table, leaned forward to glare at the vampire with every ounce of ire she possessed, and enunciated clearly.
“Bet. Me.”
Aubin scoffed. “What?”
“You think I can’t do it? Bet me,” Kerrigan repeated, stabbing her finger at him insistently. “Swear you aren’t the one who betrayed Maksim, pledge yourself and whatever army you’ve got to finding out who did betray him, and swear you’ll spend the rest of your days not being a nasty bastard to your mate. Do all that, and I’ll walk your Bride through those doors on the next full moon.”
Aubin made that same throaty sound of disbelief again, apparently thrown for a loop by her aggressiveness. 
“You’ll have me make such an oath but offer your services freely to Dhiraj?”
“Dhiraj is my favorite, and you’re a toady prick what called me a liar, so, yeah.”
Aubin’s jaw slackened at being called a prick, and Kerrigan offered her sweetest smile.
“Why the full moon? Why not tonight?” Virico asked, trying to conceal his interest behind a mocking grin.
Kerrigan straightened up and gave her hair a flip. “Because I’ve got other shit on my plate to deal with first. Namely, deciding whether or not my man is safe under his own roof.”
Aubin sent his chair rocking, peering at her through slitted eyes. 
“And if I won’t swear such an oath, if I was the one to betray my brother, what army will you use to protect yourself from me? Maksim is formidable, of course, but I know all his little tricks, and you are so… breakable.”
Maksim stiffened beside her, but Kerrigan just kept on smiling as the shadows in the conference room lengthened, turning darker and darker, until everything except the table and its occupants was swallowed into an abyss of blackness.
The light from the chandeliers wasn’t strong enough to even make a dent. She opened the tiniest hole in the veil separating the living from the dead, no more than a pin-prick, allowing their voices to whisper through on a gust of icy wind.
Kerrigan gave a little hum of sound as she lifted her arm and let her hand drift through the breeze, feeling it slither through her fingers and ruffle the ends of her hair. 
It was a bit of flashy showmanship to cover her cheating, but while the vampires at the table all thought she was simply playing with ghosts, that little hum sent out the tiniest thread of necromancy. 
Like a spider reading the skeins of her web, Kerrigan touched on the energy surrounding the French vampire.
“You’re not wrong. I am breakable, but you’re really old, Aubin. Eight hundred and fifty-one years old, if I’m not mistaken, and what you hear right now is coming from a pin-prick in the veil between the dead and us.
“I imagine you’ve forgotten the exact number of people you’ve killed in that time, but I could bring them all here, every single soul, and bind them to you. The volume would then be the equivalent of a category five hurricane rioting around inside your head non-stop.”
She closed the tiny hole she’d made in the veil, the light from the chandeliers brightened, and the shadows slid back down the walls to their proper place. 
Kerrigan gave a happy little sigh to see the four vampires across the table, staring at her with a mix of shock and horror.
“I estimate two days of listening to them all shouting in your ear before you wind up drooling on the floor of your padded cell, catatonic and completely vulnerable. Maks could chop your head off then, and I wouldn’t even break a sweat.” 
Done with her demonstration, Kerrigan pulled Maksim’s chair back from the table far enough to seat herself on his lap.
“So you see, I really don’t need an army to protect me, Aubin. I have access to an infinite number of souls at my beck and call—day or night.”
She’d meant to deliver her final salvo with dignity and danger but got distracted by Maksim’s response to her antics. 
His arm slid around her waist, his lips brushed across her throat, and Kerrigan struggled to keep her smile cool and polite when Maksim pressed the thick, throbbing bulge of his erection against her butt. 
She hoped Aubin missed the way her hands shook with arousal when she laced them together on the tabletop.
“Not to sound indelicate,” Thomas said, looking at her with surprising eagerness. “Is that particular talent of yours specific to vampires? Or can you bind the dead to any living person?”
When Kerrigan silently raised her brows at him, Thomas gave her a boyish look of glee filled excitement. 
“Clients, who’ve come to us over the years to kill the person who murdered their loved ones, would pay an obscene amount of money for the opportunity to seek that particular kind of justice. Torture really only lasts so long, am I right? We could create an entire branch of the company dedicated to—”
“Thomas.” Maksim’s voice rang with enough warning to make Thomas throw his hands up in surrender.
“Of course, my apologies, Miss Gray. Wrong time. Completely inappropriate. Perhaps… later?” Thomas looked like a puppy begging for a treat.
Kerrigan’s lips wobbled with the effort it took not to laugh. “Sure. Later.”
Obviously thrilled but making an effort to be serious, Thomas cleared his throat and put his business face back on, leaning forward to scowl down the table at Aubin. 
“Well? What’s it to be, then?”
Recovered from the shock, Aubin seemed to struggle with his decision. Finally, he gave an indignant huff and waved his hand in another one of those very French gestures.
“I give you my oath, Maksim. I played no part in betraying you to the Silver Wives. However, I still do not believe your woman can just summon me up a Bride. It is irrelevant, though, because I don’t want one.”
“You are a fool,” Dhiraj proclaimed in disgust.
Aubin gave him an icy look and a click of his tongue. “If having no desire to be led around by my cock makes me a fool, then I will gladly accept the title. You know better than I what becomes of us who possess a weakness to be exploited, and clearly, so does our brother as he foolishly ran off to rescue this woman without telling anyone and wound up chained in a dungeon for his trouble.”
Maksim’s dark laugh vibrated through her with enough force to make her nipples pebble and her breath hitch. 
His fingertips made circles on her belly, and she clenched her butt cheeks together to keep from squirming.
“It was foolish of me, but I seem to recall hearing about a time when you were caught demonstrating a certain technique the French were famous for on the wrong man’s wife, Aubin, and found yourself tossed into an actual oubliette.”
Aubin shut his mouth with a mulish glare and didn’t say another word, but Kerrigan couldn’t resist. 
“What technique?”
Maksim pressed his lips to the spot right behind her ear, each word a kiss that sent shivers up and down her spine. 
“I’ll show you later.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Maksim watched Kerrigan explore the large—sealed—closet of a room that held all his worldly possessions. As per tradition, after declaring him dead, Thomas was the one to inherit all of it. Instead of getting rid of what he didn’t want or re-purposing the jewels and accessories, Thomas put it all in one room and threw away the key.
“Babe, seriously?” Kerrigan called out incredulously, having opened a drawer to reveal his collection of watches. “How many different ways does a man need to tell time?”
Maksim shrugged unapologetically, enjoying the view. 
“What can I say? I appreciate a fine watch. What became of my safe, Thomas?”
Beside him, Thomas shifted from foot to foot and reached up to rub at the back of his neck. 
“When he claimed your suit of rooms, Hector destroyed it and claimed the contents. You know what he’s like.”
“There are almost two hundred watches in here!” Kerrigan declared, shutting the lid to go off in search of more, skirting the racks of his suits, each set protected in its own plastic garment bag.
“I do know what Hector’s like.” Maksim sighed, not excited by the prospect of his overly possessive brother aggressively staking his claim on what had once been Maksim’s, as though Maks would attempt to take it from him. “When will he return?”
“I’ve sent word of your arrival, so depending on whether or not he’s found a brothel to fall into after his mission, Hector is due back within the week.” Thomas replied, his tone warm and sincere when he said, “She’s perfect for you, Father.”
Maks couldn’t help but smile while he watched Kerrigan shake her head over a towering stack of shoe boxes. 
“Yes, she is.” 
“Do you believe it’s possible for her to summon Dhiraj’s Bride?”
As far as Maks was concerned, there wasn’t much Kerrigan couldn’t do. “I do believe it’s possible. Kerrigan is unique in many ways. I’ve never known anyone as stubborn or so single-minded when focused on attaining what she wants. Thomas, you understand I must ask.”
Thomas turned to him and met his gaze without flinching. 
“Yes, Father.”
“By the blood that binds us, I command you to speak the truth. Did you conspire—alone or at another’s will—to see me imprisoned by the Silver Wives?”
“No, Father,” Thomas answered gravely. “I would never betray you, and I wish no ill will toward you or your Bride. I should have kept looking until I found a body, and I am glad she succeeded where I failed.”
“The Silver Wives did their job quite thoroughly, Thomas,” he conceded, clapping his hand down on his progeny’s shoulder, relieved. “Thank you.”
“The rubies I gave you aren’t here,” Kerrigan announced, looking extremely put out as she lifted another display box of all his tie pins. 
Clever little minx.
Thomas looked to him with a frown of confusion. 
“Rubies?”
Kerrigan brought him the box of trinkets, and Maksim obligingly looked through them.
 “On one of our last outings together, Kerrigan gifted me with a ruby tie pin and matching cufflinks set in platinum.”
“I remember them,” Thomas confirmed. “I could tell you admired them because you wore them almost every day. Everything I collected from your quarters is in this room, Father. I made a very thorough inventory.”
To prove it, Thomas fetched a binder from a nearby shelf and showed off his exemplary organization skills by flipping to a page that described every single tie pin and where it was located. 
He seemed genuinely distressed by the absence of the rubies.
“Were you wearing them the day my mom called you, Maks?” Kerrigan asked, very convincingly too.
Maksim almost ruined her stellar performance by smiling. 
“No, love. I was preparing for a meeting with the vampire council at a gentleman’s club. Tuxedos are the required. Perhaps they were in the safe.”
Thomas made a rude noise. “If they were, Hector certainly wouldn’t have worn them on one of his dates. No doubt they were used as a form of payment.”
Kerrigan’s eyebrows slid up at the scorn in Thomas’s voice, but Maksim chuckled and took the box of pins to set it aside in favor of pulling her against his side. 
“Hector has a rather unhealthy addiction to prostitutes.”
Kerrigan snuggled into him and wrapped her arms around his waist. 
“If your brother used those rubies to pay a hooker, I’ll make sure he never gets it up for another prostitute ever again. I’ll lie right to his face when I tell him how sorry I am such a terrible thing has happened to such a nice man. Must be what happens to a vampire after a certain age.”
“I will pay you half a million dollars to do it even if he didn’t,” Thomas told her, deadpan, completely serious. 
When Maksim looked at him askance, Thomas shrugged unapologetically. 
“What? I’ve paid at least twice that to cover Hector’s appetites in the last six years. I assure you, Miss Gray would be doing us all a favor.”
As fussy as Thomas was about Hector’s sexual habits, he was certainly eager to pay for Kerrigan’s services as a witch. 
“I seem to recall having several other witches who could perform such a spell, Thomas. Did you fire them all?”
“Of course not, Father. We have a fully staffed magical arm of the company which handles a great number of projects. None of them would do this for any amount of money I offered.” 
At Maksim’s disbelieving look, Thomas pulled a face.
 “Would it truly surprise you to learn they’re all terrified of Hector?”
“Not in the least. How have you managed to maintain your seat as head of the company if you’ve been unable to control Hector?”
Thomas harrumphed, tugging at his lapels even as he drew himself up to his full height. Maksim regretted that Thomas hadn’t lived long enough to grow into a man. 
He was perpetually frozen in time at nineteen years old, and Maksim understood how hard it must have been for their clients to take him seriously.
Thomas had the scrawny body of a boy just starting to come into his own as a man and the face to match. 
Honestly, Maks was proud to know Thomas had succeeded in taking his place as head of the company, and yet, he was undeniably suspicious.
“I learned many lessons from you, Father. One of the most important was to pick my battles. Hector isn’t afraid of me, so there is no force I possess that could control him.
“Hector is our most sought after agent and has an aptitude for rescue and recovery unlike anyone else that’s ever been employed here. Because of his skill, I landed us a major contract with the human government six years ago that requires Hector to share his experience by training their operatives and soldiers. As long as we train them, the US government pays all the taxes and utilities for the building.”
That was impressive. Beyond impressive, as the company lost millions every year in taxes. Utilities? Out the roof.
“The second most important thing I learned from you was to unearth a man’s truest desire or his darkest addiction and feed it. 
"I needed Hector to train the human soldiers and refrain from ripping their heads off when they vex him, so I agreed to foot the bill for his habit because it was much easier to feed his addiction than uncover his true heart’s desire.”
Intrigued by his progeny’s methods, Maksim remained silent, waiting for Thomas to say what was obviously on his mind. Maksim didn’t have to wait long.
Thomas rubbed at his neck again in a sure sign he was nervous and uncomfortable. 
“Did you mean it when you said you’re not back to take over? That you’re only here to find out who betrayed you?”
Under the cover of his suit jacket, Kerrigan’s hand tightened on his vest as though she was nervous about Maksim’s answer. 
“I’m here because whoever betrayed me put Kerrigan in terrible danger. Her safety is my priority, now and always. It is not my intention to take over, Thomas.
“You’ve obviously kept things running quite well in my absence and I see no cause to immediately replace you. I’m behind on the advances in technology that have happened in the last twelve years, but yes, I will resume control if it becomes the only option I have left to protect my Bride.”
Thomas actually looked… disappointed. “If it would help you in any way, I would of course cede control to you. Immediately.”
“Is that what you want?” Maksim made the question as casual as possible.
The hope that flared in Thomas’s eyes was impossible to miss. 
“Honestly? Yes. I only fought for control because I didn’t want to see your vision for the company wither and die in the hands of the others, and to be quite frank, none of them could have done this job. We’d be bankrupt in a month.”
“Is that so?” he chuckled, genuinely amused.
“Dhiraj has the most patience, but he has no acumen for numbers and would set fire to the accounting department after his first experience with quarterly reports. He lives to fix problems, so I begged him to take over client relations.
“With his cavalier attitude about everything, Virico would never be taken seriously by clients, and as often as he smacks women on the ass as they walk by, we’d be drowning in lawsuits before he made it past his first week. 
"He is insanely paranoid about security, so I told him no one else could do a better job running in-house security in conjunction to threat assessments for clients.
“Aubin does have a rather Machiavellian mind for strategy—which is why I made sure he thought it was his idea to take over intelligence and mission control—but he’s so apathetic and bloody French that I couldn’t in good conscience let him take control.
“Hector would hire every prostitute in the district to meet our secretarial quota, and nothing would get done because he wouldn’t be able to walk past one of them without…” 
Thomas made a suggestive noise accompanied by hand gesture to explain just what Hector would have done.
“And Isaiah?” Maksim asked blandly. “He was Bronagh’s right hand for many years.”
Thomas’s suggestive gesture morphed into one driving the point home. “Exactly. If Isaiah sat at the head of the table, the core value of the company to provide services to any and all, to remain neutral, would be obliterated as soon as his arse hit the big chair, and the firm would serve only as the vampire council decreed.
“Zero profit to be made there, and from everything I think I know about him, I believe Austmathr would roll in his grave if Armistice became the council’s personal army. Which is why I’ve kept Isaiah out of the building as much as possible.
“He runs the weapons and asset acquisition in the field, mission support basically, because no one else could possibly get our people back home alive without his vast network of contacts.”
“You know, Thomas,” Kerrigan said after a moment, “I completely understand how you’ve maintained control of the company. If Maksim’s brothers aren’t afraid of you, then they should be.”
Thomas just barely refrained from scuffing his toe as he ducked his head and tried to look like a shy teenager, given the greatest compliment of his life. 
If her snort was any indication, Kerrigan didn’t buy it for a second.
“We all have our talents, Miss Gray,” Thomas told her humbly—what a laugh that was. “You made it look so easy, Father. I had no idea how difficult it was to run the business.”
“Yes, well, heavy lies the head and all that.” Maksim chuckled, turning to touch his lips to Kerrigan’s forehead.
Thomas looked on, carefully watching the way Maksim treated Kerrigan, and he could practically see the wheels spinning in Thomas’s head. 
Maksim waited quietly while he rubbed his hand up and down Kerrigan’s arm, leaving plenty of room for Thomas to fill the silence, and he did so quite eagerly.
“Your Bride is obviously most important, and I’m sure she would be quite cross with me if I dumped the entire mess of the company back in your lap, monopolizing all your time. 
"What if… what if we went in halfsies, eh? Shared the load, so to speak? That would give you plenty of time to devote to Miss Gray, and things can go back to the way they were before you left.”
And that was Thomas’s true heart’s desire. Not to have things go back to the way they were. No, Thomas wanted to retain the lion’s share of the power he’d gained, without the headache of having to deal with the sons of Austmathr all on his own when they finally figured out just how well Thomas had manipulated them all.
Kerrigan gave him another brief hug and relaxed against him, sign enough to say she didn’t object. 
They were here to discover which of his brothers wanted the secret to Etienne’s daywalking potion.
Not wanting to reveal his hand too early, Maks hadn’t asked Thomas if he knew about the daywalking potion or Etienne. 
If his response to the missing rubies was any indication, Thomas had no idea, and he didn’t act as though he’d been receiving regular reports on Kerrigan’s whereabouts. 
But Thomas was a master at infiltration. A spy of spies. Without using their blood bond, there was no true way to tell.
Returning to rule the empire with the premise he was seeking a traitor would make it that much easier for Maks to find the bastard, so he kept quiet about the potion. “Alright, Thomas. I’ll think about it.”
“Most appreciated, Father. The Green Room is ready for you, and if you find it suitable, I’ll have all your things brought up immediately.”
*****
The Green Room was over the top.
That was her first conscious thought as soon as Kerrigan walked in. 
The hardwood on the floor was patterned like a herringbone coat, the rugs and drapes on the floor-to-ceiling windows neutral shades of beige and white. 
She supposed it had been named the Green Room because of the enormous emerald green velvet couch in the living room and the tapestry of a forest covering the entire length of the wall behind it.
There were white marble sculptures set on black pedestals, an emerald bowl filled with flowers on the black coffee table, and a large spray of ferns separated the living area from the dining space.
The apartment had a kitchen with pale mint green cabinets with silver fixtures and white marble countertops. 
Thomas went on to list all the amenities in the apartment—most important were the shades that automatically went down to cover all the windows thirty minutes before the sun came up—but Kerrigan wandered through on her own.
She strolled into the bedroom, impressed by the recessed alcove where the bed sat. The twelve-foot arch was papered with a textured fabric of some kind, top to bottom with a pattern of palm fronds. Not her style, but Ivy would certainly have liked it.
Another emerald green ottoman sat at the foot of the king-size bed, making the contrast of the pristine white bed linen that much brighter. 
It was an enormous bedroom, with a sitting room flanked by his and hers walk-in closets that she had to walk through to get to the bathroom.
There was a shower, a double vanity, and of course, a toilet, but it was the clawfoot tub that sat in front of an enormous gold-framed mirror that excited her. 
When full of water, the bather would be forced to face their reflection, their feet pointed at the mirror that stretched up and covered the wall in front of them. 
It was opulent, decadently sensual, and filled her mind with all sorts of naughty thoughts.
“Well, love? Will this suit your needs?”
So busy imagining all the things she could do with Maksim in the bathtub built for two, Kerrigan hadn’t heard him approach. 
She met his warm stare in the mirror, looking at how casually he seemed to be leaning against the door frame. Ankles crossed, hands tucked into his pockets, suit coat flared back over his elbows. So sexy.
“Is there somewhere I can work? In private?”
“There’s a private office!” Thomas called from somewhere. “You can access it through a hidden door in the bookcase.”
Maksim lifted his brows to silently ask if that answered her question. Kerrigan nodded, and without looking away from her, tipped his head to shout back at Thomas, “Send someone to fetch Kerrigan’s bag from the car, please. My things can wait until tomorrow.”
“Of course. Should I have them just leave it outside?”
“A knock to say they’ve arrived will be sufficient. Thank you, Thomas.”
“Certainly, Father. I had the staff stock the refrigerator with items for Miss Gray. I’ll, ah, see you tomorrow evening.”
“Thomas?”
“Yes?”
“If I find a single camera in this apartment, I’ll bribe my lovely mate with all manner of delights to bind as many ghosts to your person as she can manage. I have a feeling it will be a sizeable number.” 
Maksim’s threat was met with a brief silence, and not long later, Thomas came in with an armful of trinkets, nodding with a tight, uncomfortable smile when he came in to retrieve a wooden owl perched in the soap dish.
Kerrigan bit down on her cheek to keep from laughing at the nervous glance Thomas shot her. He lifted up the owl, like it was a glass of champagne needed for a toast.
“Forgot about the cameras. That’s it then.”
“Are you certain?” Maksim purred dangerously.
“Erm…” Thomas juggled the knick-knacks to get his phone from his coat pocket, sending his maker another quick smile that seemed genuine enough. 
“Theresa, the cameras in the Green Room, where are they?” Theresa must have started to list them off, because Thomas made affirmative noises intermittently while looking at his haul.
“Bloody hell! No, no, don’t turn them on. My maker will be taking up residence with his Bride, and their privacy is of the utmost importance. Well, yes. I’ve only got the one. Senator Locke? What… bugger! Yes, yes. On my way.” 
Thomas hung up, accepting the metal trash bin Kerrigan offered him to hold all his toys. “Missed one in the dressing room. Right. Well, things to do. Goodnight.”
Thomas took off at a nice clip, making it really hard to keep her composure when she heard him swear under his breath from the next room. 
“Oh, sod you! What the bloody hell is it doing up there?”
The door to the suite slammed shut a few seconds later, and Maksim took one hand out of his pocket in order to point at the floor in front of him. 
Kerrigan took her time, feeling her temperature rise with every click of her heels on the marble floors. By the time she crossed the room to him, her inner thighs were slick with arousal.
Maksim licked his lips like he could taste it, and her belly gave one hell of a clench as she remembered what it was like to feel his tongue on her most intimate flesh. 
“We have about ten minutes before someone knocks on the door with your luggage. Take off that necklace, and I’ll show you the technique the French are famous for.”
Kerrigan unclasped her necklace immediately and put it on the bathroom counter. Next, she reached down to pull the hem of her stretchy dress up over her head and dropped it on the floor. 
Wearing nothing now but the lace bodysuit, garters, thigh-high stockings, and heels Maksim picked out earlier, Kerrigan declared, 
“Bon tomps roule!”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



On her belly with her chin cradled in her hand, Kerrigan watched from the couch while Maksim put together a sandwich for her in the kitchen. After having her mind blown while waiting for her luggage, Maksim made it his mission to have her on every flat surface in the apartment.
It wasn’t until he was furiously hammering her into the wall that she realized what happened in the library affected him more than he let on. 
As he pushed her to come apart, again and again, it became clear Maksim had been far more in control of himself tonight than she’d thought.
Noticing how his gaze would still roam the room at random intervals, Kerrigan understood the rage brought on by the earlier threat had lessened with every orgasm, but the panic at losing her hadn’t.
“Maks, there’s no one here,” she murmured gently. “Not even a ghost.”
He gave her a crooked smile as he finished up, bringing her a sandwich that was put together all wrong—cheese on dry bread, lettuce smeared with mayo and mustard, the turkey on top, with a tomato slice as thick as her finger and another layer of cheese—but she’d eat it anyway because he’d put effort into taking care of her.
“I don’t completely trust there’s not another camera in here.”
Kerrigan bit into her sandwich to give him time to think about that fib. She sat up, the soft blanket he’d draped over her pooling in her lap; now he was more interested in staring at her naked breasts.
Hungrier than she’d thought, Kerrigan licked crumbs off her fingers before she knew it. She set her plate aside and took a sip from the water bottle Maks passed her, giving him plenty of time to talk before she went poking holes in his bubble.
“I trust you, Maksim.”
He frowned, searching her face intently. “I know that, love.”
“There aren’t any cameras in here.”
His right eyebrow inched slowly upward. “You sound sure of that.”
“You would never have made love to me on this couch or fucked me up against the wall over there if there was even the slightest chance we were being watched.” 
A muscle ticked in his jaw as he clenched his teeth and pressed his lips together in a tight line. 
“Unless you failed to mention you have the same power Astrid has, to see all the possible futures laid out in front of you like a book, what happened today in the library was not your fault.”
As he leaped up and started pacing circles around the room like a caged lion, Kerrigan reasoned she’d scored a direct hit.
“Seconds, Kerrigan. Seconds that I turned my back to you, and he could have grabbed your throat instead of your arm. Ripped it clean out.” Maks raked his hand through his hair in agitation as he opened up and uncorked his panic. 
Kerrigan wanted to interrupt, to soothe him, but he needed to get this out of his system. 
“Twelve years were stolen from us because of someone in this building, and I was helpless to do anything to stop it.”
Kerrigan remembered what it was to feel helpless, unable to stop the knife Vivica forced into her hand from sliding straight through Maksim’s chest. 
Even as the blade penetrated, Kerrigan remembered Maks looking down at her with gentleness, with forgiveness in his gaze.
Power unlike anything she’d ever been able to conjure moved through Kerrigan in response to her horror, so much power she’d managed to strip an entire coven of their glamor magic, but it hadn’t stopped Maks from succumbing to what Kerrigan believed was death.
Her grief and rage at the time manifested as aggressive magic. 
He told her he was no stranger to torture and so cavalierly brushed off what abuse he’d suffered at Vivica’s hands, but no matter how old Maks was or how accustomed to stress and physical torture he might be, he would never convince her he wasn’t affected psychologically by his captivity.
Maksim’s response to her being grabbed today manifested as pure, murderous rage. With every fiber of her being, Kerrigan believed he would have killed everyone in the room if it meant protecting her.
“Dhiraj was right. If I had any sense at all, I should have left you in New Hampshire and burned this place to the ground.” 
Maks threw a sidelong look her way to no doubt test her response, but Kerrigan only shook her head as she’d already expressed her thoughts on the matter.
His lips peeled back in a feral grimace, reacting with what Kerrigan guessed were his warrior genes, fighting against his anxiety and helplessness as though the feelings were enemies.
“Until I can confirm which of my brothers is responsible, you will not leave my side.”
The only thing Kerrigan had ever found to help fight her feelings of helplessness and grief was to have a project. 
First, it had been learning every dark, shadowy practice in school that might help her see Maks again.
Then, once she had the skills she’d needed, she moved on to hunting down every rare book that even mentioned shattered spirits. 
To fund her book hunts, she’d built her business, and once she had the books, Kerrigan took the next step to search the far corners of the spirit realm for Maksim’s shattered soul.
Right now, Maks needed to do something to make him feel like he wasn’t failing her. 
It seemed like the perfect time to offer up the information Kerrigan had been sitting on since walking into the conference room.
“That might not be as difficult a task as we first thought.”
Maks reacted with that preternatural stillness only vampires seemed capable of. He looked at her intently, and despite loving him with her whole heart, Kerrigan got the same sensation she felt when standing in front of a creepy portrait. 
Like no matter where she stepped or how far to one side she was, Maks’s eyes would follow her without moving so much as a muscle.
“How so?” he finally asked skeptically.
Kerrigan tucked the blanket up under her arms, lifting one foot flat to the couch seat, hugging her knee to her chest. 
“When we first met, until I asked you about how many people you’d killed as a vampire, I thought the spirits I saw around you were just curious graveyard ghosts.
“There were only a handful, a few women, and a pair of men in Regency-era outfits. You spoke about your uncontrollable hunger as a fledgling and how deeply you regretted the deaths of all the people Austmathr sent to feed you.
“As soon as you told me you wished you could apologize to them, they lost that whole pissed off, spiritually constipated look and disappeared with smiles of relief on their faces. I never saw them around you again.
“In fact, I never saw any ghosts around you after that night. Through some conversations over the years with my necromancy teacher—and a few questionable outings to vampire hang outs—we realized every vampire has at least two ghosts following them. Ghosts of people they’ve killed in the past.
“I didn’t see any of them in the conference room, but that doesn’t mean your brothers don’t have ghosts attached to them. All I need to do is summon them and ask them to be spies. I’ll get all the information we need in a few nights.”
“And in doing this, you’ll stay out of danger?” Maks asked dubiously.
“Completely.”
Maks tilted his head to the side curiously, finally throwing off that creepy portrait vibe. 
“You put your phone away and looked at the door moments before Thomas and the others entered. Was there a ghost in the room then?”
“Mmhm. I saw him in the lobby and thought he was just another intern, but then he walked through the closed elevator doors and followed us up to the library. He didn’t make any other attempts to speak to me except to say, ‘they’re coming.’ He seemed curious about our presence, but I couldn’t say if he’s attached to someone in particular.”
As Maksim resumed his pacing, Kerrigan was pleased to see it was less of a frantic purge of energy and more of a physical expression of moving through his own thoughts.
“Do you see him now?” he finally asked.
“No. When Thomas mentioned there’s a cadre of witches on the payroll, I wondered if maybe they put a block on the upper floors where all the apartments are.”
“Or he died at the hands of one of my brothers, and the ghost stayed with him.”
“Or that,” Kerrigan agreed with a nod, glad to see Maksim slowly finding his way back to being calm. “Did you pick up on anything from your brothers? Any clues that they were lying when they said it wasn’t them?”
Maks made a dismissive gesture, not unlike Aubin had. 
“We were all taught to lie by a master, love. I will need more than a few hours’ worth of time to be sure.”
Fair enough. “Okay, who do you suspect the least?”
“Virico,” Maksim answered immediately. “Austmathr chose him and two other gladiators from the same house. As I heard it told, Austmathr wanted warriors who already had an established bond of brotherhood, and by all accounts, they were extremely close after becoming vampires. 
"After a century or two, Austmathr made it plain that of the three, he favored Virico and it created a rift between them.
“I guess Virico’s fellow gladiators were already more than a little disturbed, and one night they turned on him. They ambushed Virico, chained him up, and took turns savaging the female Virico claimed in front of him.”
Kerrigan felt a lump of sympathy rise in her throat when Maksim turned a haunted glance her way, sliding backward as he let his imagination place her into that horrifying scenario.
“Hector was there for the aftermath, and from what he told me of it, it wouldn’t surprise me to learn Austmathr manipulated the entire event simply to amuse himself.
“I spent less than sixty years with my maker, and I knew after only six months, he was an incredibly jealous creature. Possessive of us in the way I’m possessive of my favorite timepieces.
“If you were to ask any of his progeny—and I’m not encouraging you to—why they never sired any vampires themselves, they’d tell you it was because they feared Austmathr would torture them before granting their progeny the release of death. The only way for our clan to increase was if Austmathr himself made more vampires. As far as I know, I’m the only sire of our group.”
Kerrigan took a mental note to keep her curiosities about the Austmathr boys to herself. “Who do you suspect the most, out of who we met today?”
Maksim made three passes back and forth in front of the couch, deeply considering her question. 
“Dhiraj.” That surprised her. Kerrigan would have put Aubin in second place. “Why did you say he is your favorite?”
There was a hint of jealousy in the look Maksim gave her, just enough to make her fight back a giggle. 
“He’s quite the chauvinist, mad at you for bringing me here where any of them had the opportunity to hurt me, but it felt like it came from a good place. 
"I said he was my favorite to see if I could get an honest reaction out of him. It was total instinct that had me offering to modify the Pairing Ritual, but you saw how he reacted.”
Maks gave a sound of acknowledgment, accompanied by a faint smile. “I did. Dhiraj has always been a bit chauvinistic because of the culture he was raised in. Despite such a flaw, it’s no surprise Dhiraj desires a mate of his own.”
“Why suspect him then? I’d have put Aubin at the top of the suspect list.”
“When Aubin gives his word, he will honor it no matter the cost. Dhiraj made no promises and pledged no loyalty to me.”
“And Thomas? Why doubt his word?”
Maksim faced her, spreading his hands with a slight shrug. “I used our bond earlier to compel him to answer as to whether or not he betrayed me. He stated plainly he was happy to have me back and wished neither of us any ill will. I did not ask him about any involvement with our other situation—you were quite clever with your outrage regarding the rubies—so we’ll have to wait and see.
“Because of my interference, he is forever trapped in the body of a boy. Unless he takes on the mantle of a cruel, unfeeling tyrant, and builds a reputation around being truly repugnant, his youthful face will always cause those around him to doubt his experience before he’s ever given the opportunity to succeed. Is that not reason enough to want power no other vampire possesses?”
“I suppose so,” Kerrigan sighed, trying to put herself in Thomas’s shoes. But, as a woman, she really didn’t need to. 
Kerrigan understood all too well what it meant to be taken at face value and dismissed, not just because of her gender but also because of her appearance. 
“The way he calls you, ‘Father’ does creep me out. It’s better than vladdy, but not by much.”
Maksim started to chuckle and didn’t stop until he was bent over laughing. He wasn’t stress pacing anymore, so Kerrigan called it a win.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



“Where have you been?”
Kerrigan hadn’t gotten past the threshold of the door between her mind and the spirit realm before Austmathr made his demanding presence known. It took focus to ignore him, to continue down the alley to the stone folly that would anchor her in place.
“I said, where have you been?” he repeated louder, as though shouting at her would make Kerrigan acknowledge him faster.
Austmathr ranted and raged at her about what a monumental effort he was making on her behalf, bemoaning the lack of energy, berating her for not wearing Maksim’s necklace to ensure Aussie had the proper nutrition to do his work.
Kerrigan stepped into place at the center of her folly with a huff. 
“Keep your skirt on, you big baby. Did you get the fragments or not?”
“Of course I did!” he snarled, shaking his fist at her menacingly. “I keep my word!”
Confused and noticing Aussie did look a little gaunter than the last time they’d spoken, Kerrigan crossed her arms and canted her hips to one side. 
“How have I not kept my word? I’m here, at Clan Aussie HQ, supporting Maksim—”
“In going halfsies,” Austmathr mockingly shot finger quotes at her, his narrow face twisted in disgust. “With his damn offspring! I told you, Maksim has to resume control, now! Now, woman! By himself, no halfsies! My empire is being run by a CHILD!”
Kerrigan reached up to wiggle her finger in her ear, hoping it would help stop the ringing. For a dead guy, Austmathr could seriously holler. 
“Well, nice to see you’re staying informed. Here I thought I was going to have to waste time giving you a blow-by-blow.”
With an evil glare, Austmathr braced his hands on the stone pillars and leaned in as far as the barrier between realms would allow. 
His skin was stretched so tight over his bones his already deep-set eyes seemed to disappear and turn to skeletal black pits.
“What happened after you cursed the Silver Wives?”
The complete one-eighty threw her so off-balance she actually had to throw her arms up and windmill to stay on her feet. 
“Wh-what?”
Austmathr gave a sharp tilt of his head. The sort of jerky movement rarely seen outside horror movies, when haunted dolls started coming to life. 
He smiled at her, and Kerrigan swore every tooth she could see was razor-sharp and gleaming in the shadowy light. Her skin tried to crawl straight off her body. 
“You pushed a blade into Maksim’s chest, cursed those wretched whores, and then what?”
“I blacked out, which is so far off-topic it’s not even funny. I asked you a question, Austmathr. A direct question. The deal is—”
Austmathr lifted his hand and wagged his finger at her mockingly. “I am to answer all your questions, now and in the future, no bullshit, no answers wrapped in riddles wrapped in stupid vampire political crap. You did not say I could not answer your questions with questions of my own.”
Stunned, Kerrigan felt her jaw drop. Unable to immediately form words, all that came out were little huffs of sounds and broken syllables. 
Of course, Austmathr found a damn loophole in their deal, and he was clearly taking full advantage.
“You… you son of a bitch!” Kerrigan finally managed. The devil in front of her just kept right on grinning. 
“I don’t have time for your shit tonight. Unless you want me to blast you back into a million pieces, give me Cecilie’s fragments, now.”
Preparing herself for a battle of wills, Kerrigan suffered another glancing blow of surprise when Austmathr reached into his robe and came up with a handful of pinkish fragments. 
Just like last time, the sigils painted with anointing oil and Cecilie’s ashes on Kerrigan’s hands lit up like halogens in recognition. Without so much as a peep of protest, the vampire handed them over.
“Have you ever blacked out since that night, little witch?”
Kerrigan ignored the question, focusing instead on binding the fragments to the sapphire she held in her physical hand. Everything settled exactly as it should, and she turned to leave.
“That’s nearly all of them. See you next time.” 
Kerrigan spun on her heel and started back up the habitual path that would lead her consciousness back to her body. 
To her dismay, Austmathr kept pace alongside her until he could go no further, his voice echoing up the alley.
“You haven’t, have you? Never asked yourself why it’s just one big blank spot, eh? Never pondered how you got out of that dungeon alive? You needed something of Maksim’s to focus, something of him to help summon his spirit, but in your most desperate hours, you never considered going back to that house for his physical remains?”
Like stabbing pins in a VooDoo doll, Austmathr attacked her with questions, agonizing and impossible to ignore. 
She stopped halfway up the path, vibrating with anger, her hands clenched so tightly she could feel the echo of pain from her physical body as her nail tips bit into the skin of one hand, and the edges of the cut sapphire dug into the other.
“Of course I did! I asked myself all those questions so many times they’re practically tattooed on the back of my eyelids. What’s your point?” she snapped, feeling the veil between them—the thin, transparent membrane separating her living soul from Austmathr’s dead one—waver.
Kerrigan didn’t dare turn her head to look at him while on the delicate path between realms, knowing if she did, Austmathr could reach out and touch her with complete impunity. 
At best, he could hurt her. At worst, he could grab hold of her and ride her consciousness back into her body, effectively possessing her.
“I don’t have a point, my dear. I’m merely curious,” he purred evilly, so close she could feel his fetid breath on her neck. One glance, and Kerrigan knew he’d rip through the fragile barrier and into her throat. 
“Perhaps you’ll have the answer when next we meet. My sons will all be under one roof again soon, and you’ll find your traitor. Wear your pretty necklace so I can have a front-row seat to the show, won’t you?”
His mocking laughter earned him a flip of her finger and spurred her into motion. It was only sheer stubbornness that allowed her to walk calmly up the path when every metaphysical bone in her body wanted to flee, as though she were being chased by an entire host of demons.
When she opened her eyes in the real, physical realm, Maksim was there waiting for her. Unlike last time, it wasn’t pride and astonishment she saw in his expression. Her lover was pissed with a capital ‘P.’
Crouched at the edge of the chalk circle drawn on the hardwood, Maksim stared at her with fury simmering in his gaze, clearly ready to boil over as he looked from her face to her hands and back.
The muscle in his jaw that ticked in response to the clenching of his teeth did more of a jerk; his nostrils flared wide, reacting to the drips of crimson just starting to fall from the crease of her left hand.
“Finished?” he clipped out tightly.
Kerrigan nodded, her right hand shaking as she set the sapphire down on the floor. 
“Yes. Everything is—”
Maksim cut her off with a sharp hiss, “Don’t you dare say, ‘fine.’ Come here, now!”
She winced as she uncrossed her stiff legs and clumsily got to her knees, reaching out past her casting circle with her uninjured hand. 
Despite how angry he was, Maksim took hold of her gently and helped her stand, whisking her off her feet to carry her into the kitchen.
Kerrigan didn’t make a peep of protest when he set her on the counter beside the sink or when he draped a towel over her lap before carefully helping her pry her fingernails out of her palm.
Maksim lifted her hand to his mouth, gently swiping his tongue across the four oozing punctures in her skin. It should have grossed her out. Hurt, at the very least, but all she felt was a mild tingling sensation.
“What happened?”
She leaned over, following Maksim’s firm instructions to stick her hand under the faucet, watching the water turn slightly pink as it swirled down the drain.
Kerrigan shrugged, unable to shake off the mess of feelings brought on by Austmathr’s manipulative questions. 
“Aussie pissed me off.”
“How?”
She could tell from the bite in his tone Maks wasn’t going to go for vague responses to her questions. 
She heaved a sigh and recounted everything, start to finish, including how she felt about being dumb enough to get caught by a loophole. 
“You’d think after what we went through with Ivy’s old man, I’d have learned how to work a proper deal.”
The small punctures closed up during her recounting of the latest episode from Days of our Afterlives, not even a pink line left behind. 
Maksim held her hand in his, his thumb brushing over the now unblemished skin of her palm, having been silent after asking her how Austmathr pissed her off.
“Cecilie’s spirit feels like it’s almost complete; maybe three or four pieces at the most are still missing. Considering Aussie gathered so many fragments since our last meeting a few days ago, I’m optimistic I’ll only have to suffer through his presence one more time.”
For a long while, Maks said nothing, and the tense silence stretched on between them. When Kerrigan closed her hand around his, Maksim inhaled a long, deep breath and raised his gaze to hers.
“You didn’t tell me there was a possibility my sire could physically lay hands on you.”
Kerrigan acknowledged his discomfort with a nod, but she was honestly more concerned with Austmathr’s line of questioning after having vented his spleen about Thomas running the company. 
Since that night in the Silver Wives dungeon, Kerrigan had performed several high-powered spells, and not one time had she blacked out.
There were times when she’d been so drained she could barely keep her eyes open, but she’d never had another blackout where she lost time and couldn’t remember getting from one place to another.
It was something she needed to revisit, but considering the coldness in Maksim’s voice regarding his maker’s influence over her, Kerrigan was surprised her exhaled breath didn’t fog in front of her face. 
“He can’t unless I step off the path.”
“Path?”
She frowned in thought as she worked to come up with a way to best describe it. 
“Have you ever been to an aquarium with an underwater walkway?”
“Several times in Las Vegas.”
“The space I’ve created in my mind, which extends into the spirit realm, is like that.” She lifted her hands to demonstrate the bubble of space. 
“The ether is like the water, with ghosts constantly swimming through it. My workspace is protected by the equivalent of a glass tunnel that lets me walk through it all, able to see and hear what’s going on around me without being touched.
“I can reach through if I want to, but nothing can reach in. There’s a transition space that’s… flexible, and it doesn’t stay open all the time. Think of a balloon that lays flat until you blow air into it. 
"My consciousness moving from this place to the spirit realm is the air, and the tunnel only opens and closes when I go through, but I have to focus. To consciously be looking where I’m going or else that flexible balloon-like material of the tunnel will pop, leaving me vulnerable.”
“Define, vulnerable,” Maksim ordered tightly, his stare both tense and unwavering, giving Kerrigan no way to escape the intensity of his complete focus.
“If I’m pulled through, my mind could potentially get lost among the other spirits in the ghost aquarium. But it’s never happened before, and it’s not going to.”
Kerrigan put all the certainty she could muster into assuring Maks that her trips down under weren’t dangerous, but if the look he gave her in return was any indication, he didn’t believe her. The muscle in his jaw got to ticking, a vein over his left eyebrow appeared to pulse angrily.
“How can you be so sure?”
It would be easy for Kerrigan to explain her reasoning, but in this case, Maks appeared to require more than verbal reassurance. 
“I’ll show you.” Kerrigan took the towel from her lap and folded it in half like a triangle. “I’ll put this on like a blindfold, and you do that vampire thing where you disappear without a sound. Anywhere in the apartment.”
Up went one of his sculpted eyebrows, his skepticism plain. “I don’t see how a game of Hide and Seek will reassure me you won’t be devoured by the metaphysical sharks of the underworld.”
“Humor me,” she drawled, lifting the blindfold up to tie around her head. “I’ll count to three.”
Kerrigan felt the rush of air that signaled he’d moved with alarming speed to find his hiding place. 
She hopped off the counter, her breath hot against her own face, muffled by the thick terrycloth of the towel. Blocking everything out, Kerrigan reached for the place inside her where Maksim’s soul was bound to hers.
It felt warm—a static hum of electricity constantly flowing back and forth between them. A glowing cord she could wrap her hand and follow, giving it a tug to pick up the slack, feeling the resistance on the other end.
Not once did she bump into anything as she took off from the kitchen, almost able to see the glowing path of Maksim’s footsteps in her mind’s eye as she followed the pull of their bond. 
The hum intensified the closer she got to him until it felt like her entire body vibrated.
When she pulled her blindfold off, she was standing in his side of the closet, and he was rubbing the heel of his hand against his sternum with a confused frown on his face.
“It feels like there’s a rope around my heart,” he told her with a frown.
Kerrigan draped the hand towel over her shoulder and walked deeper into the closet to slide her arms around his hips. 
“That would be the chord that binds us together. Our bond is complete. There isn’t anywhere, in this realm or another, where I couldn’t find my way back to you now. I promise, after I finish this job, I won’t have any reason to go back.”
Maksim hugged her closer, searching her face even as he pulled the length of her braid through his hand, winding it around his wrist like a leash. 
“And Austmathr?”
“It will take a bit of doing, but I can stick him in a spirit trap and bury it in some concrete. Or I can banish him altogether, and he’ll go back to being a fragmented spirit. Whatever you want.”
After a thoughtful pause, Maksim gently tugged her hair. “I want no one to ever be able to contact him again or to feed him any power whatsoever.”
“Spirit trap it is. I’ll need some things.”
“Then you shall have them.” Maks touched a kiss to her forehead, drawing her in to tuck her up under his chin. “I’ll wager a guess that everything you might need can be found on the thirteenth floor.”
“The thirteenth floor, huh?” She closed her eyes and snuggled in, feeling the buzz of their connection settle to a lower frequency, like happy bees having settled in their hive. “I take it that’s where the witches on the payroll have taken up residence.”
“Indeed, it is. Speaking of, I’ve yet to ask Thomas about the investigation into Quentin Van Horn’s death.”
“Let’s do it.”
*****
No doubt about it, Kerrigan was impressed by the layout of the thirteenth floor. The north side of the building was dedicated to earth magic, the south-facing side to fire, the east to air, the west to water. Thomas met them in the reception area alongside a young witch with bright blue eyes, and thick brown hair pulled up into a high ponytail.
Veda Meyers had a firm handshake, a professional smile, and a look about her that said she was all business. She couldn’t have been any older than her mid-twenties, but Thomas introduced her as head of the department.
In the middle of trying to figure out where Kerrigan knew Veda from, she caught a glimpse of the ghost she’d mistaken as an assistant or an intern. 
He brightened as soon as he noticed Kerrigan staring at him, going so far as to animatedly wave at her before placing his finger over his lips in a universal sign to keep quiet.
His hair was a wild brown mop of curls, his face youthful and filled with perpetual curiosity. His eyes were blue, pure and bright, like glacial ice. She didn’t see any injuries to his body at all, and he was so solidly formed he looked nearly alive.
“Is something wrong, Miss Gray?” Thomas asked in his posh British accent.
Kerrigan blinked and shook her head, managing a silly smile for both he and Veda. 
“Not at all, sorry, just lost in thought. You look extremely familiar to me, Miss Meyers. Have we met before?”
Veda’s smile remained cool and polite, her gaze from behind her delicate looking wire-rim glasses. 
“Not directly. I was a few years behind you at Haggara. We probably passed in the hall.”
“Small world,” Kerrigan replied, certain that wasn’t it.
With an elegant gesture, Veda waved her hand at Thomas before folding her palms together at her waist. 
“M tells me you’re working on a project and are in need of a few supplies?”
“M?” Maksim drawled, giving his progeny a dry lift of his brows.
Thomas grinned wide enough to flash his fangs. 
“I like Bond movies. While Veda shows your lovely Bride around, I hoped you and I could head upstairs and begin going over the changes I’ve made to the business, Father.”
Under her hand, Kerrigan felt Maksim’s bicep turn to stone. “Certainly, but while we’re down here, I’d like to see the report on the in house investigation into Quentin Van Horn’s death.”
Veda’s smile turned a bit brittle, and Thomas appeared to be genuinely confused. 
“I apologize. The name doesn’t sound familiar.”
Maksim nodded slowly. “Quentin’s death was quite some time ago, nearly twenty years. I interacted with his younger sister recently, and to my displeasure, was informed she and her family hadn’t ever been contacted by the company after my personal visit to inform them of Quentin’s demise. 
"I recall turning the investigation over to Quentin’s supervisor, Raymond Sampier, and heard nothing further on the matter.”
Thomas pressed his lips together in displeasure, giving a lift of his chin as though preparing for a blow. 
“Mr. Sampier’s employment with us was terminated shortly after your disappearance, Father.”
“Is that so?” Maksim replied.
Thomas answered with a sharp nod and an even sharper tone. “I called on Mr. Sampier to perform a locator spell when the council called to ask why you hadn’t arrived for your meeting. 
"Quite condescendingly, his first response was to question whether or not the company had even made an attempt to utilize non-magical means of finding you. He acted as though the disappearance of the CEO wasn’t worth his time.
“I came down here to impress upon him exactly what I thought of his reaction and caught him with his trousers around his ankles, spying on a female client via a shaving mirror set up on his desk. 
"It didn’t take long to discover he was doing more than merely spying on the people who’d paid us to ensure their protection from such things, but he was also spying on employees.”
Properly revolted, Kerrigan hoped Mr. Sampier’s ‘termination’ had been of the literal sort.
“The clients and employees who were violated, I assume they were properly compensated?” Maksim prompted coldly, getting a tight nod in response from Thomas.
“Yes, Father. The clients were each visited under the guise of a complementary follow-up appointment, and their protection spells thoroughly re-worked. 
"The female employees were made aware of Mr. Sampier’s behavior, and all of them were given the opportunity to take their pound of flesh.”
Veda gave a prim nod, taking her cell from her pocket to send off a quick text. 
“I’ll have one of the interns do a search for the Van Horn file, Mr. Austmathr.”
“Gray,” Maksim corrected immediately, and the warmest, fuzziest sensation enveloped Kerrigan to see both Thomas and Veda give a quick blink of surprise. 
After the momentary surprise wore off, Thomas flushed, pressing his hand to his chest with an easy laugh and a slight bow. 
“Of course, how could I forget?” Veda still looked confused, going so far as to look at Thomas for an explanation. “Vampires lucky enough to find their Bride take his or her last name.”
“I did not know that,” Veda replied with a thoughtful ‘huh.’
Kerrigan leaned into Maks, unable to conceal her smile. “I didn’t either until I chased down an obscure book on vampire traditions in the dustiest, most jam-packed bookstore in Leeds, written by a man named Richard Metlen. For such an ancient species, that book was less than fifty pages long. I have a hunch Mr. Metlen missed a few things.”
She looked up at Maksim with a hike of her brows, as though it was his fault the scholar failed to collect every vampire tradition. Obligingly, Maks played along with a careless shrug. “What can I say, love? We’re a secretive lot.”
“Understatement,” Kerrigan muttered, shaking her head with a long, suffering sigh for Veda. “Witches are the complete opposite. We write everything down. Am I right?”
Kerrigan’s teasing drawl made Veda finally crack a normal smile. “Absolutely. Half the floor is dedicated to our library. We keep having to expand a little more each year, as Armistice gives us quite a hefty stipend to collect rare spell books.”
“I’d love to see that,” Kerrigan said with genuine excitement.
“I would as well,” Maksim echoed.
Clearly proud of her department, Veda eagerly led them through the reception area and around to the left of the open hallway that looked out onto the atrium, pointing out the various offices and ritual spaces. 
The young male ghost who’d kept pace with their group rushed ahead and urgently pointed at something.
When they got to the spot, Kerrigan peered into the open doorway to see three people, two men seated on stools and facing one another, the woman standing to the side with a clipboard diligently taking notes.
“What’s happening here?” Kerrigan asked.
Veda made a deep sound of satisfaction, nodding to the woman. “Cheyenne is assisting a local defense attorney with a murder case. By all accounts the case is solid. There’s a mountain of evidence—DNA, the murder weapon, photographs of the murderer coming and going from the scene in broad daylight—but the suspect continues to claim he’s innocent of all charges.
“He’s passed three separate polygraph tests, met with several deception detection analysts, psychologists specializing in mental disorders, and most recently a psychic. All of them claim the man is telling the truth that he didn’t kill anyone.
“The psychic suggested a vampire might have been involved, so Cheyenne is attempting to create a spell that retrieves memories buried by a thrall induced suggestion. Michael is one of the human interns working here; he volunteered to let Ash make him forget the events of his day, and then subject himself to whatever spell or potion Cheyenne comes up with to recall the memories.”
Maksim made a throaty sound of interest while Kerrigan stood rooted to the spot, her mind whirling like a hamster on a wheel. 
“A serial killer is utilizing the thrall to assist him in getting away with his crimes?”
“That’s what the defense attorney believes,” Veda answered with a nod. “Once Cheyenne perfects her method, we’ll find out.”
“Is Ash a new member of the clan?” Maks slipped the question casually.
Thomas made a negative sound, strolling along behind them as the group moved on. “None of your brothers have created progeny, Father. Councilwoman Heidrun brought Ashleigh to us.”
Kerrigan glanced up in time to see the look of open affront on Maksim’s face. “Since when do we employ the council’s progeny?”
Thomas put his hands up in a clear ‘don’t shoot’ position, quickly getting to his explanation. 
“We don’t. Ash walked into a police station three years ago with no memory to explain why he had blood all over him and turned himself in, certain he’d committed a murder.
“Lucky for him, the cell he was put in had no windows, and when he went down with the sun, one of the more intelligent police officers contacted the council to come collect Ash.
“They kept him for as long as it took to get him through his fledgling hunger, and then the majority of them were prepared to simply toss him out to fend for himself. Heidrun objected and asked if I would consider taking him on as a personal favor.”
“How nice,” Maksim muttered through gritted teeth.
“I couldn’t in good conscience turn down being owed a favor from the vampire council, and Ash proved himself to be eager for a job. He most often assists Dhiraj with client relations and investigations.”
“Here’s our library,” Veda announced, and the subject changed from anonymously created vampires to the treasure trove of powerful information. 
In awe, Kerrigan let her gaze roam over the floor to ceiling shelves that filled the room, the wide tables with antique lamps and comfortable chairs for hours of research placed at regular intervals.
It smelled like old leather, wood polish, and antique paper. The sheer number of rare books in one room, the knowledge…
Kerrigan couldn’t believe it. “This is amazing!”
“We’re very proud of our collection,” Veda told her genuinely.
“Money well spent, I say,” Thomas agreed. “I believe you have an entire section dedicated to Summoning, Veda?”
The young woman gave an eager nod, leading the way to a line of floating shelves in the center of the room. 
“These four shelves here on both sides are all for our Summoners.”
Kerrigan tilted her head to read a few of the names on the book spines. “Do you have many Summoners on the payroll?”
“Just two,” Veda confided. “We don’t yet have much call for their talents beyond reacquiring lost objects. Neither of them have your ability when it comes to summoning spirits. If you don’t mind me asking, what sort of project are you working on?”
Kerrigan smiled at the flattering tone Veda used, wondering if Thomas had broached the subject of Kerrigan joining the team. 
“I’m actually searching for a lost object myself, but every time I go to look for it, this nasty spirit pops up and does its level best to distract me. If I’m to move forward, I need to make one hell of a spirit trap.”
“Fascinating!” Veda declared, her eyes lighting with curiosity. “Would you mind terribly if I took notes? My talents lie in Ceremonial Magic, but it would be of great interest to learn to properly trap a spirit.”
“Sure, there’s not much to it, but I’m happy to share what I know.”
“Awesome!” Veda declared, momentarily forgetting she was a department head in favor of acting like an excited young witch. 
She seemed to realize her little slip in front of the boss and visibly collected herself. 
“Well, here comes Camilla with the report you requested, Mr. Gray.”
Kerrigan looked over her shoulder to see a short, plump young woman with a very librarian-esque air about her marching purposefully toward them with a thick packet of files tucked under her arm. 
Camilla gave Thomas a nod of acknowledgment and a respectful little, “M.”
“Miss Howe,” Thomas replied kindly. “This is my sire, Maksim Gray, and his Bride, Kerrigan.”
Camilla smiled at them in greeting, offering Maksim her bundle of files with an efficient recounting of what she’d found. 
“The indecent report and subsequent investigation into Mr. Van Horn’s death are the file on top, including all personal information, and I pulled the last ten cases he worked before his unfortunate demise.”
Maksim took the stack with an appreciative sound. “Very good. Thank you, Camilla.”
“Certainly, sir,” Camilla answered, a slight flush on her cheeks.
Veda cleared her throat gently when Camilla lingered. “That will be all, Camilla. I’ll see you in the morning. Have Noah call a car for you.”
The intern took her leave with a quiet nod, but Kerrigan didn’t miss the way Camilla gave a happy little hop and a skip when she thought no one was looking. Too cute.
“Let’s see if we have the items you need for your spirit trap,” Veda invited, leading the way through the library, down the hall, and into the most gloriously stocked pantry in the history of pantries.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



The herbs in glass candy jars were organized alphabetically. Flutes of incense by usage and discipline sat in rows above bowls of crystals and gems organized by color. Bags of every type of salt a witch might need sat on a shelf above glass decanters labeled neatly with the type of water within. Rosewater charged by the light of a full moon, rainwater collected on a dark moon, Florida water freshly made yesterday, saltwater, holy water.
There were even jars of dirt, from brick dust to graveyard dirt, and pots of seashells, moss, feathers, and smudge sticks to represent physical elements. 
Baskets chock full of bottles, jars, boxes, and bowls. Divination tools, maps, charts, charcoal, wax, and candles. 
Work tables with an array of mortar and pestles in different sizes, special holders for spellbooks or tablets ran the length of the room.
“Hecate’s tits,” Kerrigan breathed in awe, turning in a slow circle to take it all in. “This is heaven.”
Veda smiled wide, offering Kerrigan an empty basket. 
“I feel the same.”
Just as she was about to begin collecting what she needed, Kerrigan noticed a shelf of the rarest of the rare. 
“Holy crap! Where did you get powdered dragon scales? And… no! No way! Crystallized smokeless fire from a Djinn?”
“Ladies,” Maksim rumbled with an amused smile. “Thomas and I will step out into the hall to discuss business matters.”
Kerrigan nodded absently. “Uh hu, sure. I’ve got to take a selfie and send it to Callie. She’ll shit a broomstick.”
Thomas coughed to disguise his laughter, but Maksim wasn’t so taciturn. 
“Eloquent as ever, love. Take your time.”
“All the times,” Kerrigan repeated, having just lifted her phone to snap a selfie when he dropped a kiss on her cheek. “Ooh, cute!”
Kerrigan showed it to him, her eyes flared wide in a dramatic grin with her finger pointed at the ground dragon scales, his lips just barely in the shot. 
Before Maks could tell her to delete it, she quickly fired it off in a group text to the coven.
“Kerrigan.”
“What? You can’t even tell it’s you. I’m keeping it.” Kerrigan defiantly hugged the phone to her chest, daring him to tell her no. 
Maksim tried to look stern, but with the warmth in his gaze and the twitching of his lips, he failed dismally. “Don’t you have a discussion on Mastery of the Universe out in the hall?”
“Apparently so.” Maks snorted, shaking his head as he waved at Thomas to precede him out the door.
“You really have one hell of a pantry,” Kerrigan told Veda as soon as the glass doors shut behind the boys. 
“There’s an alchemist in my coven who would give her left boob to have such easy access to powdered dragon scales and crystallized Djinn smoke.”
“M spares no expense on our department,” Veda replied with ringing praise for the boss man. “I hear it was Mr. Van Horn who came up with the idea to utilize three extremely rare ingredients for the higher-level security spells. 
"All the bank vaults in the city secured by an Armistice witch are unbreakable because not just anyone can get a hold of things like yeti adrenal glands or tears of Kharybdis. They’re so rare and unheard of, any thief with magical talent wouldn’t even recognize the ingredients or think to use them.”
“Quentin clearly had it going on.” Kerrigan noticed Veda making a list of all the items Kerrigan chose for her spirit bottle. The bottle itself was thick and round, with a wide mouth to easily stick stuff inside it.
“Trapping a malevolent spirit is different from storing a ghost in a bottle like a Djinn—although I’m sure you know it’s never a good idea to trap a Djinn.”
Veda gave a serious nod and hiked her glasses back up her nose. 
“I do. Nasty business, trapping a magical being with the sort of power a Djinn has. Why the magnetic sand?”
Kerrigan carefully poured a fair amount of the black sand into the bottle, careful not to make a mess. 
“Ghosts of any kind are essentially a cloud of electromagnetic energy. Once trapped inside the bottle, the sand will act sort of like a ball and chain, ensuring he or she can’t escape.
“A lodestone would work, but when you’ve got a really nasty ghost, the more particles there are to stick to it, the better. Graveyard dirt is a secondary binder, and I’ll use a piece of silk chord to tie the binding spell in place. With every knot I make, it’ll be that much stronger.
“I’m not quite ready to put the spirit inside yet, but when I do, I’ll melt some wax to seal the cork—enough to cover the entire top of the bottle—and mix in some marigold, mugwort, clove, and more graveyard dirt. 
"The wax seal will need to be thick because I’ll inscribe binding sigils in the top and write them across the outside of the bottle in a permanent marker.
“You never want to etch into the glass because that weakens the glass itself, and over time the ghost could widen the crack and bust out. Make sure you’re also dipping the cork in wax before you stop up the bottle to create a seal inside as well as out.”
Veda dutifully wrote that all down on her notepad. “And if the spirit isn’t malevolent? Perhaps simply annoying?”
“Then I’d do a general cleansing of the place it’s annoyingly haunting, and leave it at that. If the cleansing doesn’t work, then I’d put warding up to repel the ghost from entering the space and utilizing a spirit trap as a last resort.”
“You bastard!” The bellow came out of nowhere, loud enough to make her and Veda both jump.
Kerrigan looked out the door in time to see Thomas leap back, plastering himself against the door as files and paper flew through the air, and a black blur hit Maksim, snatching him out of sight.
“What the hell!” Kerrigan shrieked, running for the door just as Thomas opened it and stepped back inside with his cell pressed to his ear.
“Get back! Stay inside!” Thomas shouted over what sounded like two bulls busting through a china shop.
“Twelve years, you prissy arsed cunt! Not a word for twelve fucking years!” The impact of two vampires hitting the floor caused Kerrigan to actually bounce and totter on her heels, stunned by the sight of her smartly dressed mate rolling around in a tangle of arms and legs with the biggest male she’d ever seen in her life.
The other guy had on a black tee and matching fatigues, his wild mop of auburn hair hiked back in a man-bun. 
His entire body was one big hulking muscle, and he was using all his might to pound Maksim to a pulp.
Hurling both fists and vicious insults, Maks seemed to be giving as good as he got, but the blows he landed looked about as effective as a rolled-up newspaper against a rabid, snapping Rottweiler.
“Kerrigan, stay out of the way—” Thomas advised, peeking out like a coward from behind the safety of the pantry door.
“Stay out of the way? Are you insane?” she yelled, waving her arms at the deathmatch happening right in front of her. “DO SOMETHING!”
Thomas waved a placating hand at her. “Security is on their way with the tranquilizers, but it’s best to just let them handle this. Hector isn’t going to do any lasting damage—”
“I’ll rip yer goddamn head off, and when I’m done, I’ll shove it straight up yer arse!” Hector had his blood-smeared hands around Maksim’s throat, squeezing with enough force to make Maksim’s eyes bulge, and his battered face turn purple. 
Vampires didn’t need to breathe to survive, and somewhere in the back of her mind Kerrigan knew this, but over the sounds of fighting, she heard a loud crunch.
From one blink to the next, color disappeared as everything in sight became veiled in shades of gray and white. 
Shadows deepened, the light sharpened, and power flooded her veins with a crackling surge. The need for spells and incantations became obsolete as dark, sinister magic filled her up and chased away all the light inside her.
The darkness gave the gift of cold, icy logic, allowing her to react quickly and without a hint of remorse. 
Hector couldn’t strangle Maks or tear his head off if every bone in his hands were shattered.
Kerrigan didn’t always use her left hand, but when she did, shit got real.
The grotesque sound of bones breaking followed by a howl of agony was music to her ears. Another flourish of her wrist jerked Hector up off Maksim, sending him flying back past her to hang suspended in the air, his arms and legs spread in a wide X.
Hector roared like a trapped lion, his body bucking back and forth as he fought to throw off the chains of magic holding him in place. 
He tossed his head with enough force to shake his hair loose, and had she not been in uber bitch mode, Kerrigan might have appreciated how the thick waves softened his craggy face.
“You cunting, demon-eyed bitch! PUT ME DOWN!” As angry as he was, the thick Scottish accent Hector spoke with made his offensive demands rather sexy.
“Hello, Hector,” she answered, hearing the complete lack of emotion in her own voice. “We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Kerrigan.”
“I don’t give a fuck who you are, cunt! I swear, when I get free, I’ll—”
Kerrigan twisted her hand just a bit, causing Hector’s left arm to dislocate from his shoulder, interrupting what was no doubt about to be an impressive threat.
“I don’t like that word, Hector, and I really don’t like it when someone takes their fists to my man.” 
She was dimly aware of the armed men who hustled down the corridor from both ends but couldn’t find it in her to care. 
If they touched Maksim, they’d be over the balcony before Hector could shout ‘BOO!’
A warm breath caressed her throat as gentle hands slid up over her hips to settle on her waist. 
“Easy, love. It’s alright; you can put Hector down.”
“Why should I?” she asked, frowning when a distracting flicker of color flashed through her vision.
Maksim kissed her shoulder, his fingers pushing her shirt up to touch the bare skin of her waist. 
The grayscale of her vision wavered again, but Kerrigan wasn’t finished. Hector wasn’t nearly in enough pain.
“While I have your attention, Hector, what did you do with Maksim’s ruby tie pin and the cufflinks he kept in his safe? They’re missing, and they’re very important to me.”
“Ruby tie… what? I’ve nae idea what yer bloody talking about!” Hector snarled, twisting and snapping his fangs like he could bite through the invisible chains holding him.
Maks distracted her with another soft kiss to her temple. “Don’t worry about the rubies right now, my love. We’ll find them. You don’t need to hurt Hector; he wasn’t actually going to rip my head off.”
“The fuck I wasnae!” Hector roared, bouncing and kicking his legs as much as he could. “Who the hell is this demon whore, and who the fuck let her through security? I swear tae Christ, you little cunt, I will gut ye and use yer entrails tae string up that puny bastard hiding behind ye!”
“I take it back. Break his legs, love,” Maks ordered with a smile, and Kerrigan obliged. 
After the echo of his shouts died down, Hector gnashed his teeth and quit fighting Kerrigan’s hold, glaring at her with such heat it was a wonder she didn’t catch fire.
“I can do this all day,” she informed Hector coldly. “Or, you can apologize for attacking my mate and calling me the C-word, and I won’t crush every bone in your body.”
“Are ye just going tae stand there all day and let this… this witch do this tae me in me own house, brother? Shoot the bitch already, Virico!” Hector hollered, and from somewhere behind her, Kerrigan heard Virico give an outrageous laugh.
“I am most definitely not going to shoot Maksim’s Bride, Hector. But I am going to take pictures of my mammoth-sized brother being so thoroughly spanked by a girl. There’s a lot of bones under all that meat—”
“Two hundred and six of them,” Kerrigan pointed out, twitching her pinkie just so to pop a few of Hector’s toes out of place. He flinched and snarled like a rabid werewolf.
“Two hundred and six bones under all that meat,” Virico amended. “I’d just apologize and get it over with if I were you.”
Hector scoffed incredulously. “Apologize? Nae a chance in hell! You think this is pain, ye wee festering cunt? I’ve suffered more pain in my life than ye have brains tae comprehend!”
Maksim hummed at her shoulder, his hand having slipped higher up under her shirt, his fingers spread wide across her belly. 
“He does have an insanely high pain tolerance, love.”
Kerrigan opened her mouth to challenge that statement, but movement to her right caught her eye, drawing her gaze to where Thomas was just now emerging from the safety of the pantry.
She had half a mind to break him into little pieces as well for being such a coward, abandoning his own maker to his fate at Hector’s enraged hands, but then she remembered something that made her smile.
“Pain is fleeting,” she agreed, returning her attention to Hector. “Are you sure you won’t apologize?”
Hector’s chin shot up at a stubborn angle, defiance in his gaze. 
“Go ahead, do yer worst, its nae more than a tickle.”
“My worst, eh? Alright, if you insist. Sponsam quin infirmus.” 
The spell left her lips and winged across the distance, sinking deep into Hector’s body with enough force to knock his head back.
Like a marionette with his strings cut, Hector hit the ground with a jarring thud. Kerrigan lowered her arm, trying to shake off the cold grasp of darkness. 
It felt harder this time. The shadows wanted to cling, thick and oily on her skin.
Kerrigan tried to breathe through it, feeling the slick slide of blood from her nose as she fought to open herself back up to the light.
Maksim slid around to her front, sheltering her from sight as she struggled. He seemed to immediately understand what the problem was without her having to say a word. 
He tucked her face against his chest, shifting just enough to push her into the blood streaked across the torn collar of his shirt, disguising the flow from her nose. 
Concealing her weakness, protecting her even as he leaned in and breathed across her ear, his words just barely audible.
“Breathe, my love. Just breathe. This is your monster to fight, but I’m with you. I’m right here with you.”
Kerrigan pulled the scent of him deep into her lungs, focusing on the warm amber and cognac smell, on the lapels of his torn suit crushed in her palms, on how it felt to be in his arms.
All of it steadied her, but it was the scrape of his fangs on the lobe of her ear that chased away all logic or sense of coldness. Heat and lust instantly replaced the shadows, and for a moment, she forgot they were being watched.
The illusion disappeared with a shout loud enough to wake the dead. 
“What the hell did ye do?”
Kerrigan rubbed her face against Maksim’s chest again just in case. When she leaned back to look up at him, Maks clicked his tongue reproachfully. 
“You’ve gotten blood from my shirt on your beautiful face, love.”
He made a show of wiping at her cheek with his yellow silk tie, shifting to the side as Hector made another demand to know what she’d done. 
On his ass, Hector’s furious questions lost a bit of intensity. Kerrigan sighed, exhaustion pulling at her as she leaned on Maks. But, she wasn’t so exhausted that she couldn’t enjoy Hector’s suffering.
“Oh, nothing, really. Just a little curse to ensure the only person you’ll ever have sex or find any form of sexual pleasure with is your Bride.”
There wasn’t a single person in the building who didn’t hear Hector shout, “WHAT!”
“Yeppers,” Kerrigan declared with a sunny smile. It was kind of nice to see the armed security teams flinch when she circled her right hand out in front of her, managing to startle them as the papers strewn across the corridor floated up off the ground and zoomed back into their files with a flutter. 
She plucked the files out of the air with a satisfied sigh and hugged them to her chest.
“Oh, and don’t bother bullying Veda or the other witches who work here to fix your little problem for you. Spoiler alert—” Kerrigan lifted her hand to her mouth and leaned forward like she was going to tell Hector a secret. “They can’t!”
His eyes were wide as saucers, naked horror on his face as he stared at her in disbelief.
“And if you’re thinking about oh, I dunno, killing me, I wouldn’t, because then you’ll really be screwed. Or not screwed, as it ‘twer. If you even think about touching Maksim or anyone else I care about, I’ll see to it you lose all feeling below the waist, forever. You come see me when you’re ready to apologize, okay? Bye-ee!”
Kerrigan waved at the vampire sitting with his broken legs sprawled out in front of him, his jaw swinging in the breeze. 
She leaned sideways slightly to look up at her mate, still smiling away. “I’m hungry.”
A purring noise rattled in his throat as he met her gaze through the veil of his hooded lashes. “So am I.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



“Are you upset with me?”
Maksim hummed as he eased his fangs from Kerrigan’s silky throat, satisfied body and soul to hear the huskiness of her voice.
He hadn’t been able to make it farther than the kitchen, and once again, Kerrigan was perched on the counter with her legs hitched around his waist, her arms draped over his shoulders.
Maksim licked the last drop of her precious blood from her skin before rolling his cheek against her shoulder. 
“Upset with you?”
“I got a little out of control when I saw Hector with his hands around your neck,” she confessed, tenderly stroking her hand down over his hair.
He touched a string of kisses up her throat to her cheek, drawing back just far enough to look at her.  
“You reacted to protect me, nothing I wouldn’t do, haven’t done, for you. Hector might have busted a few of my bones and went on to rant like a madman, but he wasn’t going to—”
The gentle apprehension in her gaze turned diamond-hard in a flash, all traces of pleasure gone from her voice. 
“Oh, yes, he was going to! I heard something crunch, Maks.”
“Ech,” he chuffed with a careless shrug. “Trachea’s crunch a bit when they collapse. It was nothing, love. Hector and I are the closest in age, and he has a rather brutal way of showing his affection.”
“Affection?” Kerrigan repeated incredulously, reaching up to put her hands over the long since faded marks Hector’s punishing grip left behind on his neck. 
“You can’t be serious.”
He wanted to explain to her what it was like to be a new vampire, how insatiable the thirst was, how it felt like not even an ocean of blood could quench the gnawing hunger or banish the uncontrollable rage.
Austmathr reveled in watching his progeny struggle, proudly declaring that only the strong would survive the turning. Only the strong would deserve a place in his clan.
For all his wildness, all his loud, angry words, Hector had been the one to help Maksim survive those first few hellish years. 
Hector taught him to speak Greek—which was the common tongue spoken by all Austmathr’s warriors—to distract Maksim from the pain of his hunger.
As laughable as Kerrigan might find it, Hector had been the one to teach Maks control. More than once, Hector held him steady when Maks slipped and fell off the wagon, and it had been Hector who explained Maksim couldn’t fight his nature or deny his hunger, but Maks had the power to channel it elsewhere.
If Hector disappeared without a trace and showed up again after twelve years, Maksim wouldn’t have attacked Hector, but he certainly would have harbored anger for Hector’s stupidity in not trusting him—of all their brothers—to have his back.
In rushing blindly after Kerrigan without contacting the one brother who specialized in retrieving kidnap victims, Maksim earned Hector’s angry words and his fists. 
Considering what she’d seen today, Maksim couldn’t blame Kerrigan for reacting the way she did.
How could he be upset with her when only days ago he’d killed a man for touching her? Honestly, of the two of them, his wicked little witch showed far more control.
Maks brushed a silver strand of her hair from her cheek, following the curve of her jaw with his fingertips. 
“Your eyes turned black, love.”
Said eyes narrowed to slits, darkening to a deeper lavender blue. “It’s been known to happen when someone I love is threatened with decapitation. Sue me.”
Her sarcastic reply made him grin. “I wasn’t reprimanding you, Wicked. Has it happened before?”
“What? Me being so consumed by dark magic my eyes go all freaky? Yeah. Once.”
“When?”
Kerrigan let go of his neck, her fingers nimble on his shirt buttons. She spread the two halves wide, her lips trembling as she drew a heart with the tip of her finger on his chest. 
“Right after I shoved a dagger through your heart. Vivica did something to you before that, though. I heard the same hideous crunch of your trachea collapsing… the sound of it today… I couldn’t stop myself.”
The hoarse admission made him wince, regretting his attempt to brush off what was clearly a traumatic memory for her. 
“I’m sorry, Kerrigan. It wasn’t my intention to be so dismissive of your feelings.”
Over and over, she traced the heart on his chest, focused there on the spot where the knife cut into his flesh. He was glad to note there wasn’t a single mark left from Vivica’s knife. 
Kerrigan didn’t need to live with the visual reminder of their worst night together. 
“I understand why he was asking me all those questions.”
Maksim’s brow furrowed, confused by her sudden change in topic. 
“Who, love?”
“Even now, when I think about why, it hurts. It hurts every bit as bad as the day it happened, and I never thought to question it. Which isn’t like me at all. But I guess that was the point. A masterful skill, if you really think about it.”
“I’m not following,” he admitted with growing concern.
Kerrigan inhaled slowly and looked up; her pupils so dilated only the thinnest ring of blue remained. “I’m asking myself why I never thought to go back for your body, and despite the fact that you’re standing right here in front of me, all I want to do is crawl in bed and grieve your death.
“Thinking about that night has always caused me extreme emotional distress and severe, nearly manic episodes of depression. I chalked it up to post-traumatic stress disorder, but I think it was something someone intentionally did to me. Maks… he must have been there that night.”
A wild, haunted look chased across her face before the blood drained from her cheeks. Beads of sweat actually popped out on her upper lip, and she swallowed hard, lifting the back of her shaking hand to her mouth.
Maksim didn’t even finish saying her name before she was twisting out of his grasp, spinning around to bend over the sink just in time to be violently sick.
With one arm around her waist, Maksim fumbled for the cell phone in his pocket that had magically survived Hector’s attack.
Thomas picked up on the first ring. “Father, is everything—”
“I need a healer, now!” He didn’t wait to hear Thomas’s response, chucking the phone down on the counter in favor of keeping Kerrigan’s hair out of the sink. “You’ll be alright, love. I’ve got you.”
*****
“Your Bride is the worst patient I’ve ever had, and that’s saying something considering where I work,” the healer declared with a disgruntled huff, shoving her large spectacles up the bridge of her nose.
The woman was old and wrinkled, her white hair twisted up in a thick knot at the back of her head. Maksim thought it was impractical to wear a long-sleeved, emerald velvet dress around someone spewing their guts up, but Margaret Howe—grandmother to the intern they’d met earlier—wore it with the same comfort as a nurse who wore scrubs, blending in perfectly with the apartment decor.
Kerrigan sat on the couch with her head in her hands, exhausted, grouchy, a large bowl in her lap in case she needed it. 
The smell of vomit was gone thanks to a bit of magic and Margaret’s peppermint incense perfuming the air.
He wasn’t surprised by Margaret’s assessment because even in the midst of being violently sick, Kerrigan fought to assure him she was perfectly fine.
“What brought on the vomiting? Can you tell?” Thomas asked with what seemed to be genuine concern. “Was it something she ate? I sent one of my personal assistants to stock the refrigerator, but if he corrupted the food in any way, rest assured, his punishment will not end swiftly.”
Margaret shook her head, her wrinkled hand fluttering as she waved Thomas’s concerns aside. 
“She didn’t ingest any poison that I can tell. Overall, Mr. Gray, your Bride is perfectly healthy. I’ve given her a tonic to settle her stomach and made sure her body won’t reject it. Can you tell me what happened just before the incident?”
Maksim pulled his hand down over his face; his muscles clenched tightly to keep from quaking. Dangerously close to the edge of feeling out of control and helpless once more, it took everything he had not to give into the voice in his head, bellowing that someone was trying to take Kerrigan from him again. 
His fear, his weakness was one more thing his enemies could exploit, and Kerrigan needed him to be strong, now more than ever.
“We were discussing memories from our past,” Maksim managed to grate out from between his clenched teeth. “In the moments before she became ill, her pupils were extremely dilated, the blood went from her face, and sweat popped out on her lip.”
“For the love of Three,” Kerrigan groaned. “I’m fine!”
Margaret turned a stern, motherly glare Kerrigan’s way. “Projectile vomiting doesn’t just happen to people who are ‘fine,’ dear. Now, be quiet and let that tonic do its job like I told you. Have you fed on your Bride this evening, Mr. Gray?”
Maksim nodded, admitting he’d finished perhaps five or so minutes prior to Kerrigan flipping over in his hold to hurl. 
“I’m certain I didn’t take too much. We’ve shared enough blood that Kerrigan’s body should be over-producing at this point to meet my needs.”
Margaret confirmed the excess production, but Thomas reached up to rub at his neck, throwing an uncertain glance his way. 
“Father, I hesitate to say anything, but perhaps her earlier uh… display might have caused her distress?”
Maksim didn’t want to confess anything with Thomas present that might allude to a vulnerability to be exploited, but at this point, Kerrigan’s health was of far more concern to him.
“What display?” Margaret demanded, looking back and forth between them with a stern frown.
Kerrigan hiccupped, pressing the heel of her hand between her brows with a groan. 
“Hector thought it was a good idea to beat up my man, so I used a little dark magic to kick his ass. I’m 100% certain that’s not the cause of—”
“How little is ‘a little dark magic?’” Margaret pressed.
Thomas snorted and rocked back on his heels, stroking his hand down his tie with an appreciative, affectionate smile for Kerrigan. 
“It lasted all of ten minutes, if that, but she flung Hector around like a ragdoll, broke a few bones, dislocated his shoulder, and cursed him to never again touch any female save for his Bride. It was glorious. Really, the things your mate could teach our people, Father—”
Maksim faced his progeny and bared his fangs. 
“Not. Now.”
Thomas backed off immediately, putting his hands up in surrender. “Apologies. My timing is terrible.”
“Well, it’s nice to know someone around here has the balls to put that young man in his place. Hector has been completely unmanageable lately.” Margaret huffed, clearly trying not to laugh. “But as Kerrigan said, her magic is unlikely to be the root cause—”
Maks interrupted the healer gruffly. “Her eyes turned black, and her nose was bleeding as she tried to push back the darkness.”
Margaret’s lashes fluttered, a hint of discomfort, perhaps even fear, flickered briefly across her features. 
“Such side effects are not uncommon when one uses more dark magic than they’re used to. I detected no physical damage to suggest anything more concerning.”
“Can anyone tell me what happens when someone tries to fight off the compulsion of a vampire’s thrall?” Kerrigan called out, sarcasm flavoring every word she spoke.
The answer hit Maks like a club, and he couldn’t believe the idea never occurred to him. Granted, he’d been a bit preoccupied with worrying for his beloved and trying to follow her confusing train of thought. It was no excuse. 
He prided himself on his intelligence and absolutely should have realized sooner.
“Ah, well, depending on the strength of the compulsion and when it was initially given,” Thomas began, spreading his hands to express his meaning. “Anything from debilitating migraines and physical sickness, to madness, self-harm, or death.”
Kerrigan snorted, still staring into the depths of her bowl. “Hypothetically, how does one explain they’ve been mind-fucked by a vampire without triggering a reaction?”
“Most people who experience such tampering are rarely strong-willed enough to notice they’ve been violated at all,” Margaret responded, returning to the couch to sit beside Kerrigan.
The old witch pressed her palm to Kerrigan’s forehead; her eyes closed as her lips shaped the words of a soundless incantation. When she finished, Kerrigan gave a sigh of relief.
“Better. My head doesn’t feel like it’s about to split open.”
“Good.” Margaret shifted to rub circles on Kerrigan’s back, looking to Maksim with a stern lift of her brow. “See to it your Bride takes a nice hot bath before bed. A cool cloth across her eyes should help with any lingering aches.”
Maks gave a sharp nod and promised he would follow her instructions. To Kerrigan, the healer said, 
“I’ll leave some tea that will help you sleep soundly and wake refreshed. Don’t try to untangle whatever mess you’ve got going on in your mind. It’ll happen naturally, or not at all. If you do try to force it, well, I expect next time you’ll be lucky to only endure a minor bout of sickness.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

After seeing Thomas and the healer out, Maksim ran a hot bath for Kerrigan and brought another bowl of icy water with plenty of cool cloths to the tub. She made a weak protest about wanting to just sleep, but he insisted.
“You can sleep in the bath if you need to. I’ll be right here.” After that, she got quiet, allowing him to undress her, leaning on him with a soft murmur of pleasure when he stripped and got into the bath with her.
The placement of the mirror in front of them and the soft light from the cluster of candles he’d lit in hopes it wouldn’t hurt her eyes as badly as the brightness of the overheads, reminded him of bygone eras of decadence and romance.
Kerrigan let her head fall back on his shoulder when he draped the cold cloth across her eyes, her breasts rising just above the frothy bubbles he’d added to the water.
There was literally nothing so beautiful as her skin, flushed with heat, kissed by candlelight. He made a valiant attempt to keep the defiant rise of his cock from prodding her in the back, but the way she pulled his arms around her and encouraged him to touch her left him reeling with lust despite his concerns.
“I didn’t think about why I never went back, even when Austmathr asked outright,” Kerrigan whispered. “Not until Veda explained what was going on in that room with the vampire experiment.”
Maksim turned his lips to her cheek, struggling to admit it hadn’t occurred to him either, not even with the experiment happening right before his eyes. Why would it have? 
He hadn’t seen or sensed anything that night to suggest one of his brothers was in the house when the Silver Wives captured him.
After the blade pierced his chest and the desiccation began, the bastard would have felt safe enough to approach and lay hands on Kerrigan. 
To use the thrall to make her believe or do anything he told her to. As abhorrent as it was to think about, with her under his influence, why wouldn’t the traitorous bastard have just killed Kerrigan?
“You heard the healer, love. No more tonight. Let your mind rest.” He felt the fine tremor that wracked her and sank down deeper into the water until she was submerged all the way up to her chin.
“Easier said than done,” she murmured. “The night before we came to the mansion to find you, when Astrid and I did our astral travel, she found the remnants of psychic residue on what’s essentially my soul. Did I tell you that?”
Glad for the topic change that wouldn’t trigger any repercussions of the thrall used to make her forget, Maksim shook his head, reaching down to exchange the now tepid cloth over her eyes for an icy cold one.
“No, I don’t believe you did.”
“It was on the left side of my face. Astrid described it as a burn infused with magic. At the time, we were running under the assumption the residue was from where Vivica slapped the tar out of me, but I think I was wrong. 
All the questions Austmathr asked me, my reaction in the kitchen, the reasons behind why I didn’t look for you…”
Maksim grimaced in response to the spurt of boiling, lava hot rage. “One of my brother’s touched you. He made you forget, and every time you thought about me, the compulsion amplified your feelings of guilt and grief.” 
Fighting off the thrall of a vampire was impossible unless the victim already suffered from short term memory loss.
As Thomas described, there were physical consequences to Kerrigan making any attempt to circumvent the commands implanted in her subconscious. His fury chilled to icy horror in an instant, his arms tightening around her as though his embrace could keep the answer to his next question from doing either of them any harm.
“You didn’t ever attempt…” Maksim found himself stumbling to even speak the words aloud, but Kerrigan seemed to understand regardless.
She sighed softly, turning on her side to rest her cheek on his shoulder. “Once. Well, several times on the same night, but I wasn’t successful because my skin kept knitting back together before any real damage was done.”
*****
“I felt so empty I might as well have been a ghost. I went through the motions, I said the right things, I went to class and did just enough to get by. The only reason I ate or bathed or pretended to study was so that my roommates, my best friends, wouldn’t ask questions.
“If I didn’t feel anything, then I could get through another day without you. I was doing pretty good until I woke up and saw those meddling witches had decked out our room in Gothic chic sometime during the night.”
Kerrigan choked out a laugh, remembering the swaths of black lace, the skulls dripping with candle wax, the bats made of shadows that flew around the ceiling, and the golden fireworks that went off as soon as the girls started singing Happy Birthday. 
It had taken everything Kerrigan had to smile and pretend the facade she’d put up around herself wasn’t shattering like broken glass.
“I hadn’t told any of them what happened, but they knew something was wrong. They went all out to cheer me up on my nineteenth birthday. I got cake for breakfast, and when it was time for class, the girls all put on these huge black Victorian gowns, went full savage with veils, and surrounded me like an honor guard, wailing the whole way. It was so dramatic and over the top; it had to be Juliet’s idea.”
“It sounds like an amazing birthday,” Maksim told her warmly. His fingers slid into her hair to hold her in place as he bent his knees to surround her as much as possible.
“I wanted to die,” she confessed. Maks wheezed her name and clutched her even tighter, like he couldn’t believe the words had come out of her mouth.
She genuinely felt ashamed for the attempt she’d made back then, but knowing now that a vampire messed with her mind, Kerrigan felt a deeper burn of anger. Underneath the searing resentment, though, there was relief.
She hadn’t been herself. Her emotions had been tampered with, keeping her mired in a swamp of unending agony, struggling minute by minute for one breath of air that wasn’t saturated with pain, betrayal, and unfathomable grief.
“That night, I said I was going into the school cemetery for a project, and at the time, I didn’t feel bad about lying to them. It was a nice night, cold. Foggy, too. I could see the outlines of all the ghosts who wandered around out there, and they didn’t pay attention to me until I’d cut into my arm.
“Then they were everywhere, waiting for the inevitable, but right before my eyes, my skin started to knit back together before more than a few teaspoons of blood escaped my vein. I tried again, and again, but I just kept healing. By that time, it hurt bad enough to make the scalpel shake in my hand.
“I sat there, completely confused, pissed off, silently raging at the universe for refusing to let me go, and this… whisper moved across my cheek. Like a tendril of fog or ghostly fingers reaching out to me.”
Kerrigan lifted her hand to her face, able to remember the cool kiss on her skin so vividly, her cheek tingled.
“It was cold and distracting, flirting around in my peripheral, and the more I looked for what it was, the less I saw. So, I closed my eyes, opened myself to whatever was trying to communicate with me, and… I heard your voice.
“All you said was my name, but I heard you. Suddenly I was convinced you were a ghost out there somewhere, and finding you became more important than giving in to the grief. 
"Looking back, I never really went through the stages of grieving, either. I felt mired in anger and deep depression all the time, and I honestly don’t know what I would have done without my little coven of sisters and the mission hearing your voice brought on.”
Maksim turned his lips to her forehead, painting her brow with kisses. She felt his love and his sorrow in every tender press, heard his fear and relief in the hoarse murmur he gave.
“I’m glad you had them to keep you safe, Kerrigan. Whichever one of my brothers violated your mind with such cruelty underestimated how deeply, obstinately stubborn you are when it comes to going the distance for the people you love.”
She took that as the compliment it was meant to be. It didn’t feel right to confess to him that until finding him in the dungeon of the Silver Wives summer house, Kerrigan had battled the urge to lay down and die every day for the last twelve years. 
Even in the quiet moments alone since freeing Maks, the insidious whisper was still there. Softer, not so present in her mind, but it wasn’t gone.
It was sheer stubbornness on her part to constantly feed the part of her that needed answers. To relentlessly hunt down any and all information she could find on where vampires went after they died, no matter how obscure.
Yes, hearing Maksim’s ghostly voice spurred her forward, but someone else came out of the fog that night. 
“I sat on the ground in the graveyard all night, staring at the scalpel and trying to rationalize what had happened. It was harder than I care to admit to get up, but just before dawn, my Headmistress appeared out of nowhere.
“She just stood there, staring down at me in a way that made me feel like a bug, not saying a word. She held out her hand, and I remember thinking how skeletal her fingers looked in the darkness. I was embarrassed for having been caught, but I gave her the blade and stood up. She said something to me I will never forget.”
Her throat worked even as her eyes burned with unshed tears, wishing she could go back and tell Headmistress Le Doux how grateful she was for what felt like such an unkind moment. 
Knowing what she did now, Kerrigan could see the genuine care behind the facade of a nasty old hag.
“What did she say?” Maks prompted gently.
“She said, ‘I understand you are not the same person who left my school several months ago, but I urge you to consider how those closest to you will feel, knowing you chose to leave them behind rather than accept their love and use it to bolster you in times where it seems as though you can’t go on a moment longer.
“In choosing death, you’ve admitted whatever or whoever has driven you to this is more powerful than you are, Miss Gray. That you’ve been defeated. If that’s true, you’re not half the witch I believed you to be. I assure you, it is much more satisfying to live in spite of those who would wish you dead.”
“That seems overly harsh considering how she came upon you.” Maksim’s disapproval made Kerrigan smile.
“No, it was the right thing to do. If I’d succeeded, Vivica and your brother would have taken everything I had. They would have won. Le Doux was a hardass, and I regret never telling her how grateful I was for caring about me enough to be harsh.”
Maks gave a murmur of understanding, rubbing his whiskery cheek against hers. 
“You chose to live, Kerrigan. She knew.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



For the first time since they’d been reunited, Maksim woke up before her. The press of his lips at her low back woke her; a decadent chill raced up her spine and spread all the way down her arms and into her fingertips. He kissed each vertebra on his way up, his palm following the curve of her hip and over her belly, up higher to caress the underside of her breasts.
Kerrigan moaned, torn between arching into his palms and leaning into the touch of his mouth on her back. 
Hazy from her deep sleep, Kerrigan made another sound of disappointment when instead of continuing to thumb her nipples, Maksim took his hand away and reached down to her thigh.
“Good evening, my love,” he murmured, feeling him smile against her shoulder. “How are you feeling?”
“Horny as a toad!” she gasped, pushing back with her butt to feel the hard length of his cock press between her cheeks.
He gave a throaty growl of approval, lifting her thigh up over his. 
“Is that so? You’re not tired? Suffering a headache or any remnants of pain from last night?”
Desire was a thick, warm coat of honey swirling throughout her insides. 
“Yes, no, and no. I’m good!”
“Hmm,” he rumbled, touching a light kiss to the back of her neck as he rocked his hips forward, sending his shaft shuttling back and forth in an easy rhythm through the arousal starting to drip from inside her.
Maks seemed to enjoy teasing her in precisely that way, stimulating her clit, rubbing his cock between the outer lips of her sex, allowing the head to just barely catch at her opening before pulling away. 
His chuckle vibrated along her back when she whined in protest, evading her attempt to impale herself on him.
“You certainly feel good. I love waking up each night with you in my arms. You’re so warm,” he whispered in her ear, sliding one arm beneath her shoulders, reaching up and around to trap her arms to her chest, pulling her thigh higher. “So warm, and soft, and mine.”
Maks stopped teasing her, sliding deep in one, slow glide. Kerrigan lost the ability to breathe, to think, focused only on how it felt to be sound and unable to move while he lavished her with pleasure.
He thrust and retreated, slow and hard, squeezing her tighter when she struggled to help him find the spot at the front wall of her pussy that made her eyes roll back.
“Now, now, love. Don’t rush me. Let me savor you. Breathe for me, Kerrigan. Let me make this last forever.”
With a low moan, Kerrigan did what he asked and time did seem to slow down, the sensation coursing through her body humming in every cell—every pore. 
It built slowly, like water filling a cup, and from one drop to the next, everything she felt spilled over in a hot, beautiful rush.
All she could do was lie there and shudder in ecstasy. It took her a few moments to realize Maks hadn’t come with her. 
He was still hard, and he hadn’t fed. The knowledge that they weren’t finished sent another shock of excitement rippling through her.
The thought no sooner crossed her mind, and Maks pulled away, shushing her with a gentle laugh when she made small noises of protest. 
“Don’t leave me.”
She was on her back so fast her head spun, her thighs spread wide with a push of Maksim’s hands. He shoved inside, hissing when she arched her back and eagerly cried out. 
He planted his elbows on either side of her head, digging in with his arms for leverage to push deeper, harder, rocking into her with a ferocity completely at odds with the gentle way he brushed his lips across hers.
“Never. I’ll never leave you.”
*****
Maksim dropped a kiss on her throat, right over the spot he’d bit down on not long ago, sending a cascade of shivers throughout her body. It baffled her that even after a dozen unbelievable orgasms, one kiss still had the power to turn her knees to jelly and make her thighs quiver.
He slipped the collar of her dressing gown back up her shoulders, his hand sliding down to play in the feathery lace around the wide bell cuffs. 
“What would you like to eat?”
Kerrigan leaned back into his embrace with a sigh, closing her eyes as she turned her cheek to his shoulder. 
“A fat stack of gingersnap pancakes with vanilla syrup.”
Maks captured her hand and twirled her around to face him, swaying with her in a slow, intimate dance. He kept her hand and curled it over his heart, bending to nuzzle his nose against hers.
“A little outside my wheelhouse, but I’ll get dressed and call down to have one of the chefs come up.” She’d been joking, planning on having some toast and yogurt. She said so, and Maksim scoffed. “If you want pancakes, my love, then you shall have them.”
“You’re spoiling me,” she sang softly, unable to wipe the smile off her face.
“You deserve it,” he told her, touching a butterfly kiss to the corner of her eye. “Would you do another one of those fancy knots in my tie?”
Maks had already chosen a suit for the night ahead, the dark red both decadent and modern. The snowy white shirt seemed so bright and clean in comparison, and the tie draped over the coat rack was black with tiny little skulls on it. How Gothic.
“I think this is my new favorite outfit of yours,” she teased as she slipped the tie over his head and started the knot.
Maksim gave her a lazy wink, his hands sliding down to fondle her backside. 
“I recall purchasing the entire set because I thought you would approve.”
Finished with the knot, she buttoned up the sexy double-breasted vest and scooped up the tie pin and cufflinks from the tray on his valet stand, unable to withhold her laugh to see they were adorned with a skull and crossbones.
“Oh, I do. You’re the most well-dressed vampire I’ve ever known.”
Maks kissed her as a reward for her compliment. 
“I put out something for you in your side of the closet. Take your time.”
Since they’d been here, clothes just kept appearing in her closet. So many clothes. From silky formal wear to delicate lingerie and everything in between.  
Excited to see what he’d picked out, Kerrigan pecked his cheek and dashed across the sitting room, finding a long-sleeved sweater dress—black, of course—meant to cling to her every curve hanging from her own valet stand.
Maks clearly had been up long before her, as he’d chosen some seriously sexy calf-high lace-up boots, petite fishnet stockings, jewelry, and a scrap of silk that appeared to be her only underwear.
Until Kerrigan pulled the sweater dress over her head, she’d thought it demure compared to his sexy red suit. But once she’d pushed her head through the high collar and pulled the material down over her butt, she noticed the diamond shaped cutout that left her back bare from just beneath her shoulder blades, all the way down to the point between the dimples of her low back.
The lack of a bra combined with the cutout made her feel incredibly sexy, which likely was what Maksim had been going for. 
She put her face on and pulled her hair up into a high pony, finding she felt like strutting as she left the closet.
On the phone in the living room, Maks turned at the sound of her boot heels on the floor. Starting there at her shoes, his gaze slowly rose as he took in the view. 
She stopped far enough away for him to get a good look, his lashes falling to half-mast, lips parting to touch the tip of his tongue to a pointed canine.
He made the appropriate noises in response to whoever he was talking to, but it was clear to her he wasn’t really listening. 
When he got to her chest, Kerrigan saw his nostrils flare, no doubt noticing her nipples pressing hard against the thick material.
He lifted his hand and drew a circle in the air, urging her to spin for him. Kerrigan slowly obliged, gasping in surprise when she turned around to find him only inches away. 
Maks had crossed the room soundlessly, and the blazing heat in his gaze made her want to delay breakfast for another few hours.
He caught her around the waist, his palm settling on the exposed skin of her low back, drawing her that final step forward to feel the hard press of his cock against her belly. Kerrigan couldn’t help but smirk, guessing her outfit looked better than he’d expected.
Maks touched the softest of kisses to her mouth as though concerned he might mess up her lipstick. It was sweet, no more than a tiny peck, and Kerrigan was all too happy to rake her bottom lip through her teeth to show him the stain that matched the color of his suit wasn’t going anywhere.
His pupils dilated in a flash of lust, his voice an octave lower when he answered whoever was on the phone. 
“Of course, I am willing to meet with them, Thomas, but females aren’t allowed in the club, so unless they’re willing to bend the rules for a single evening, they’ll have to come here.” 
Kerrigan could hear the echo of shock in whatever Thomas said in reply, earning a snort from Maks. 
“Tell them whatever you want, but those are my terms.”
A knock sounded on the door, and after a much more satisfying kiss, Maksim left her standing there to answer it. 
The man—who was arguably as big, if not bigger than Hector—wearing chef’s whites lumbered through the door, had to actually duck beneath the frame to enter.
The man gave her a nod, his voice deep and gruff greeting. “You go on and call me Ben, ma’am. I understand you’re hungry for some gingersnap pancakes with vanilla syrup.”
*****
Kerrigan wasn’t a stranger to gingersnap pancakes, but Ben’s were, hands down, the best. In response to her surprise that Ben made the batter from scratch, he glowered at her from under bushy brows and shook a whisk at her.
“Ain’t nuthin that comes out of a box worth eating.” 
With no logical rebuttal, Kerrigan patiently waited while Ben worked his magic.
The vanilla syrup just teetered on too sweet, perfectly balanced by the spice in the pancakes. Each bite melted in her mouth and was so good she ate six of the thick cakes before declaring she couldn’t eat another crumb. 
As he packed up his utensils and ingredients, Ben gave her a smile that made his eyes sparkle.
“You got a good appetite; I’ll cook for you anytime, girly.” Ben let himself out, and Kerrigan swiveled on her barstool to see Maks was still on the phone, pacing back and forth in front of the windows that looked out onto the Hudson River.
He was deep in conversation, and she’d been eyeballing the stack of files on the countertop during her meal. 
The files containing the last year of Quentin Van Horn’s life. Since he was busy, and since Kerrigan was certain the files weren’t a big secret, she pulled them across the counter toward her and perused through the records pertaining to the security jobs Quentin worked.
The more she read, the more impressed Kerrigan was. Quentin’s notes and reports were incredibly detailed, from the spell he used to cast the protective barriers around banks or personal vaults, the time of day, ingredients. 
There were even handwritten notes for how to improve the efficacy of the warding on a case to case basis.
Kerrigan couldn’t help but compare Quentin’s neat and orderly handwriting to what she knew of Juliet’s wild, messy scrawl. In reading the files, Kerrigan could tell Quentin had been extremely thorough, organized, and a highly talented Ceremonial Ritualist. 
His work was complicated, precise, and elegant in nature. Judging by the composition of his spells, Juliet’s brother had been a poet at heart.
“Finally,” Maksim huffed as he ended his call with Thomas and came over to stroke his hand down the length of Kerrigan’s ponytail. “Isaiah will be returning at some point tonight. Thomas has arranged for all of us to meet in the Petite Ballroom.”
“There’s a ballroom in the building?”
Maks chuckled at her disbelief. “There are two, actually. The building was built by a businessman in the seventies with a flare for the dramatic. He hosted state and political parties in the Grand Ballroom and more intimate affairs in the Petite Ballroom.”
“Wonders never cease.” She opened another file and felt her heart skip a beat.
“Is something wrong, love?”
Kerrigan shook her head, her heart twisting in her chest to see the cause of Quentin’s death. He’d committed suicide by jumping from the twentieth floor out into the atrium. 
The picture clipped to the top corner… the ghost of the intern she’d made contact with on their first night here was Quentin Van Horn.
“I need to get some work done before we head out.”
*****
“How is it you’re always right here waiting for me?” Kerrigan asked as she stepped onto the center stone of the folly. Austmathr smiled and gave a flourishing bow, lifting his arm up to wave at the silvery sky above him.
“You summon me with the glorious sound of a ringing bell every time you enter this realm. Like a dog.” The beatific smile he wore turned to an evil glare, his chin lifting in contemptuous anger. “Has the truth been revealed to you, little witch?”
“I can’t say anything without projectile vomiting until it feels like my head is going to split in two, but yes, I know what was done to me. I still don’t know which one of your reprobate progeny is responsible, but that will change soon. Have you found the rest of the fragments?”
Austmathr reached into his robes and produced the frothy pink shards. He said nothing as Kerrigan took them carefully, which made her glance at the brightly shining sigils on her hands to confirm the pieces were, in fact, parts of Cecilie’s soul.
“You don’t trust me?” Austmathr drawled nastily.
Kerrigan snorted, examining the fragments before closing her fist around them, binding the pieces to the sapphire. 
It took a moment to feel them settle, knitting back together. The spirit encased in stone gave a pulse that Kerrigan felt in the palm of her hand, but it felt… incomplete.
“Not for all the tea in China. You do understand I need all the fragments to summon Cecilie and get the potion you want Maksim to have, right?”
Austmathr clasped his hands behind his back, the long skirt of his robe flaring as he took long strides back and forth, spinning in dramatic circles as he paced one way, then the other.
“And what makes you think I haven’t given you all of them?”
“Because I’m not a moron.”
Austmathr continued to strut around with his nose up in the air, his lips pursed, silent because she hadn’t asked him a question. 
Kerrigan heaved a sigh, done with playing games. She could summon Cecilie with one small piece of her spirit missing.
It was likely to result in Cecilie being a complete and utter psychopath, but Etienne wouldn’t know the difference, and as soon as they were finished, Kerrigan would make sure Cecilie could finally rest in peace. 
“You’re going to withhold the final piece and attempt to make a deal with me, aren’t you?”
Austmathr smiled a serpentine grin, and she was surprised that a forked tongue didn’t slither out from between his lip. 
“Set my spirit free, and I will tell you which of my sons is responsible for betraying Maksim and for defiling your mind.”
Kerrigan ran her tongue across her teeth with a slow nod, completely unsurprised by this turn of events. She honestly hadn’t expected Maksim’s maker to stick to their deal. 
In fact, Kerrigan had already decided to separate the black diamond Austmathr was already bound to, and stick it in the spirit trap. It would be a pretty bauble inside an ugly bottle that would be buried in concrete as soon as Kerrigan got back to the coven.
With that in mind, she simply said, “No.”
Austmathr made an elegant gesture to accompany his snake-like smirk. “Then I will not give you the last of Cecilie’s spirit.”
Before saying anything else, Kerrigan held up her hands, looking at the dull gray ashes painted on her skin. Not even so much as a twilight sparkle. 
Aussie didn’t have shit to be bargaining with and turned her hands so Austmathr could see the unresponsive sigils.
“You don’t have the last piece to give. Guess that means no deal.” His smile turned a bit brittle around the edges, the smugness fading from his sneer.
Kerrigan didn’t give him the opportunity to answer, sighing in relief because she didn’t have to do this with him anymore. 
Kerrigan turned around and started back up the path, not at all surprised when the master vampire called out with a mocking laugh,
“Where are you going? We’re not done here!”
“Yes,” she replied happily. “We are.”
“Without the final piece, you won’t be able to summon Cecilie!” Austmathr reminded her in a remarkably superior tone.
Her stride didn’t falter, not even a little bit. Kerrigan stared straight ahead at the gleaming black marble staircase, waiting to lead her up and out of the spirit realm forever.
“It’s no longer your concern. Thank you for your help, Austmathr. We won’t be meeting again. I’ll do everything in my power to see Maksim is where he belongs.”
With every step she took, the pocket of magic she’d created to hunt for Maksim’s spirit, the observation tunnel through the aquarium of the spirit realm, began to collapse. 
The sound of stone crumbling as her folly cracked and broke apart was almost loud enough to drown out Austmathr’s last warning.
“If you do not set me free, you will never find the daywalking potion!”
Kerrigan shrugged, half-way up the path now. “I guess you should have thought about that before deciding to break our deal. If I don’t have the last of Cecilie, I can’t summon her, which means the location of the potion and the book will remain lost forever, and you’ll spend eternity bound to an unbreakable diamond. I don’t see how that’s a bad thing.”
“You think Etienne won’t come after you? That my progeny won’t break into your little fortress to steal the gem with Cecilie’s soul and the jar of her ashes? There will always be another desperate witch, Kerrigan!”
His cruel, cutting attempt to hurt her feelings was cute. It really was. “Aussie, that couldn’t be more true, but unfortunately, I’ve already made sure no one but me can touch the sapphire or the jar of ashes. If they do, both items will disappear forever. Lost, just like the potion.”
“YOU WILL SET ME FREE, OR I WILL HAUNT YOU FOR THE REST OF YOUR DAYS!” Austmathr howled brutally, pushing at the barrier that separated them, clawing, tearing, raking his fingernails across the veil that so quickly folded in on itself.
His hands slid down the surface like it was made of polished marble, and from her periphery, she saw nothing but a wild-eyed monster stalking alongside her. 
“We are bound together by blood! Blood of my progeny! Every time you speak my name, you give me power! I will stalk your dreams, be the architect of your worst nightmares, and rain untold destruction down upon you! I will find a way!”
Kerrigan stepped off the path and into the solid safety of her own mind, not bothering to stop before she began her climb back up to consciousness. 
“Bring it on, princess.”
The sound of his terrible threats and dire warnings of all the painful ways in which he would make her suffer got lost in the earsplitting crack of her mind separating from the etheric plane, and just before the portal closed forever, she heard Austmathr’s final words.
“There will be consequences for this, witch! Do you have any idea who I am?”
Opening her eyes, Kerrigan once again found herself back in the office. 
Maksim pushed off the wall where he’d been leaning, coming to her as soon as she raised her gaze to him.
“Why do they always ask that?” she muttered, taking the hand he held out to help her stand.
“Ask what?”
She stretched her neck from side to side, holding up her fist to mimic Austmathr’s rage, “Do you know who I am? I mean, come on, of course I know. I summoned the guy.”
Maks gave a wry smirk and lifted her hand to kiss her knuckles. “I take it more threats were made?”
“Oh, yeah. Dirty bugger couldn’t find the last piece of Cecilie’s soul, so he tried to barter another deal with me to set him free. As if.” 
Still, there wasn’t any reason to discard the idea that one or more of Maksim’s brothers would break in to steal the sapphire. 
She tucked it into its little velvet bag and slid the pouch into her boot. Just in case. “I told Veda she could watch me seal the spirit bottle.”
Excitement flared in Maksim’s eyes. “You’re ready, then?”
“Mmhm, I already collapsed the bubble into the spirit realm I made.”
“Without that final piece, can you even summon Cecilie?”
Kerrigan smiled slowly, picturing Etienne’s expression when he came face to face with a malevolent, crazed spirit. 
“Yes. Etienne didn’t specify in our contract that she had to be sane, just that I summon her. The Devil’s in the details, after all.”
Maksim chuckled as he followed her out into the living room. 
“Indeed, it is, love.”
“I need to see a ghost about a secret,” Kerrigan announced on her way to wash her hands.
“I thought you just collapsed the bubble?” Maksim called after her in confusion.
“I don’t need it. Quentin Van Horn is already in the building waiting. All I have to do is make the call, and he’ll pick up the phone.” 
Kerrigan leaned over the sink and washed the ash from her hands, unable to keep the smile of wicked anticipation from her face as she muttered,
“Ring, ring.”




CHAPTER THIRTY



“By the way, did Thomas say why the vampire council wants to meet with you?”
Maksim reached out to push the elevator button, rubbing his thumb up and down the fine bones of Kerrigan’s wrist.
“I suspect for the same reason they wished to meet with me before I disappeared.”
“Which was?”
Maks shrugged, remembering being about as eager as a man facing the gallows to meet with the council twelve years ago. 
He’d rather have his eyes gouged out again rather than sit through an evening of circular discussions about why it was in everyone’s best interest for Armistice to become exclusively under council control.
“Fifteen years ago, the council’s war general was killed in a freak accident. The council took their time searching for his replacement and came to the conclusion that no one does war better than Armistice.”
“If they make you the offer again, will you take it?” Kerrigan asked curiously.
Maks gave it a passing thought, but in truth, he didn’t want to do anything that would take time away from being with her. So much had been stolen from them already. 
“I’ve been away too long. Taking the pulse of all the vast political intrigues going on around us… it’s a daunting burden I’m not certain I am prepared or willing to shoulder.”
“Understandable.” The elevator came to a gentle stop, a chime announced their arrival to the thirty-first floor, and the doors opened with a soft hiss to reveal Hector waiting on the other side.
Immediately, Maksim pushed Kerrigan behind him and braced to take down his much larger brother and ruin another suit in the process, but Hector only held his hands up in peace and said, “Isaiah is here.”


*****
“What in God’s name are you doing, Hector?” Maksim demanded.
After being hustled into a small antechamber at Hector’s urging, Kerrigan was pretty curious herself. She didn’t know the guy, but the hyper-vigilant manner in which he looked around constantly as though expecting to be overrun by enemies was somewhat unnerving.
He even went so far as to whip out a metal-detecting wand as soon as they passed the threshold.
“Nae time fer questions,” Hector insisted. “Put yer arms out.” When Maks didn’t immediately obey, Hector whacked Maksim on the arm with the flat black wand. 
Hector’s eyebrows went up, his eyes bulged, anger and annoyance plain on his face, his expression demanding Maks comply. 
Kerrigan felt sure Maksim raised his arms more out of curiosity than anything else, turning around at Hector’s barked order to do so. 
“Now you, girly.”
“Hector—” Maksim warned and was rudely shushed.
“Haud yer wheesht! I’m nae gonna hurt yer witch.” Kerrigan put her arms up and let Hector give her a thorough wanding, finding it rather funny to see a nearly seven foot tall man heave a huge sigh of relief when the wand made no abnormal beeps or chirps. “Alrigh’, yer both clean.”
Maksim gave his elder brother a scathing glare, but before he could open his mouth, Hector lifted an enormous hand and pointed threateningly at him. 
“I will slap the fangs outta yer mouth. Shut. Up. We’ve got about five minutes before Aubin sends his goons up here tae find oot why the cameras are nae working.”
“Why are the cameras not working?” Maksim drawled, barely batting a lash when Hector once again raised his fist threateningly. 
Kerrigan cleared her throat in warning, but Hector only glanced sideways at her with a brave sneer before putting it down.
“Something’s wrong with Isaiah, and it’s been wrong ever since ye offed Bronagh. It’s been subtle, a tiny tic now and then where Isaiah wasnae himself, and for a long while, I dinnae think anything of it.
“In fact, it wasnae until after ye’d disappeared and I started tae question why we werenae moving Heaven and Earth tae find ye like we should’hae been, that I really started tae notice.”
Kerrigan glanced up to see Maksim visibly withholding the questions he had, glaring at Hector through narrow eyes. 
She had questions herself, but the more agitated Hector got, the thicker his accent became, and it took effort to wade through the thickness of his brogue to understand what he was urgently trying to tell them.
“And then ye show up with yer wench in tow, proclaiming tae all and sundry yer certain one of us betrayed ye—like a bloody fool. It’s a sad damn day when a mon cannae trust his own brothers, but fer chrissakes, what were ye thinkin’ comin up in here alone? Dinnae ye learn yer lesson after getting snatched up by a horde of hags, who threw yer arse in a dungeon?”
“He isn’t alone,” Kerrigan snapped, edging on being seriously offended.
After everything she’d done to him, Hector looked at her like she was a sweet little dolly with nothing between her ears but fluff. 
“Och, sure, ye’ve got juice, and a powerful mean streak in ye, nae denying that. But how many puir bastards can ye string up at a time while avoiding a bullet tae the head? Or a bomb, eh?
“Ye’ve got piss and vinegar where it counts, but numbers win battles, lass, and tae have numbers, ye need allies ye can trust or ye’ll fail and everyone ye love will die. So far, all ye got is me, and I doona much care fer ye.”
“Did you just… mansplain the situation to me?” Outraged, Kerrigan looked to Maksim, certain she’d misheard. “He mansplained at me!”
Maks seemed to not understand the seriousness of Hector’s transgression, and to be fair, Maks probably had no idea what the word meant. 
Too fired up to explain the dangers of mansplaining, Kerrigan turned her fury back to Hector and drilled her finger at him.
“Your feelings toward me count for no more than a fart in a bottle, Hector. I held Maksim in my arms and spent twelve years thinking I’d watched him die, and if you think for one infinitesimal second I would let him walk into a situation where that might happen again—for real this time—you’re off your damn rocker.
“When we got here and he let everyone in on the story about what happened, he left out the details of exactly where my magical talents lie to protect the Ace up his sleeve, but I’m going to spell it out for you. I deal with the dead. You, are technically dead, and so is every damn vampire in this building.
“With one word, I can open up the veil between this world and the spirit realm, and have access to every single soul not at rest since Caine first killed Abel. My coven—while small—is nothing to thumb your nose at either. All I have to do is ask, and they’ll collectively pool their magic to boost mine for however long it takes to drop a magical tactical nuke on this place.
“Do not make the mistake of thinking I’m just a pretty face with a temper. I have the allies and the numbers to win whatever battle comes our way. I have legions, and I swear on every dark goddess I can name, I will rain hell down on anyone or anything, who makes a move toward Maksim or me. Got it?”
Hector seemed to be at a loss for words as she finished her rant, glancing back and forth between her and Maksim with his bushy brows located closer to his hairline.
“Well, then. Guess we’re nae as fucked as I thought.”
“We aren’t fucked at all,” Kerrigan corrected, preparing to ensure she had access to every ghost from here to the Hudson.
*****
After giving him a droll look in response to the opulence of the ballroom, Kerrigan closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and went somewhere else. Fascinated by the lack of ceremony or tools, Maks watched her eyes moving back and forth behind her closed lids, searching for something.
Beside him, Hector gave a brutish grunt. 
“Changed my mind.”
Maksim glanced quickly away from Kerrigan to see the thoughtful look on Hector’s face. “About what?”
Hector’s chin jerked up as he folded his massive arms across his muscular chest, something close to gentleness hiding behind the aggressive mask he wore to fool everyone else.
Without a doubt, Hector was as violent and bloodthirsty as any of the rest of the Austmathr clan, but the truth of why Hector was so addicted to spending his nights with prostitutes was because deep down where very few could see, Hector adored women.
No matter their shape, size, or socioeconomic status, Hector wanted nothing more than to love and protect females. 
His truest desire was to someday have a woman of his own, but he was terrified of what it would mean to have such a vulnerability.
The fear of losing his Bride to their maker’s cruelty was so deeply ingrained into Hector’s mind, it kept Hector from forming any sort of emotional attachment to a single female.
In bedding only females who accepted money for their time, Hector found what peace he could by fulfilling his need to provide and protect her without ever having to spend more than a single night in her company.
“I like your woman.”
“She cursed you,” Maksim reminded him with great amusement because there couldn’t possibly have been anything else Kerrigan could do to Hector that would honestly bother him, aside from taking away his ability to get an erection.
Hector clicked his tongue, obviously trying not to smile. 
“Aye, and she cursed at me. Never known a woman tae do either of those things before. I doonae frighten her.”
Maksim hadn’t ever thought Hector would care one way or the other if he frightened someone, but from that telling statement said with relief and satisfaction, it clearly did matter.
“I’m not sure there’s much that does frighten her.”
“You say that as though it’s a bad thing,” Hector answered, giving him a deeper look.
Maks shrugged, unbuttoning his coat to more comfortably settle his hands in his pockets. 
“Bad, no. It makes her ruthless and far more suited to being a vampire’s Bride than I could have ever thought possible. You’ve seen her wicked side.”
“Wicked?” Hector gave a bark of laughter. “That woman is downright evil when crossed, but I’m nae so blind tae realize her darkness only seeps out when someone she loves is in danger.”
Maksim shook his head, deeply satisfied to know Hector felt that way, and he wasn’t wrong. 
“I worry it will make her more of a target.”
“She became a target as soon as ye made her yers, Maks,” Hector told him softly. “All ye can do now is reclaim the empire ye started building before ye were betrayed and surround her with as many loyal warriors as ye can find. With a queen like that at yer side, the very mountains will beg tae move out of yer way, lest they face her wrath.”
Truer words. “Will you help me keep her safe?”
Hector inclined his head, his gazed fixed on Kerrigan, gleaming with admiration. “Till my last breath, little brother.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



Isaiah was the last of the Austmathr brothers to arrive in the Petite Ballroom, completely out of place beneath the glittering chandeliers and gleaming marble floors. He looked like he was about to don a dusty felt Outback Fedora, a leather jacket, and pick up a whip to go swinging into action in some long-forgotten temple.
With his dark brown hair and soulful blue eyes, Isaiah could have belonged to any number of nationalities, which Kerrigan assumed made his job in the field that much easier.
His beard was cropped close to enhance the firm square of his jaw and frame the plump swell of his lips. 
He was of average height and built, not so remarkable as to stand out among a crowd, but not so unremarkable that he wouldn’t turn heads and be remembered. 
The way he prowled across the parquet floors, how he carried himself, made it impossible to overlook the aura of otherworldly menace oozing from his pores.
Isaiah raised his arms to encompass them all, a cool smirk curving his handsome mouth, his voice smooth as silk, and frigid as a glacier. 
“Well, here we are, all together again.”
“It’s been a long time since you’ve been home, brother.” Dhiraj’s greeting was curiously devoid of emotion or inflection. Without having asked a question, Isaiah didn’t answer, except to nod.
“How was Argentina?” Virico inquired with an open smile. “Did you visit the bordello I recommended?”
Isaiah gave Virico a droll, unimpressed look. “I was there gathering assets and contacts, Virico. Not on vacation.”
Virico blew a rude raspberry. “You know what they say about boys who work and forget to play.”
“I’m hardly dull,” Isaiah replied, turning his attention next to Maksim. “Welcome home, little brother. I’m glad to see the rumors of your death were greatly exaggerated.”
“As am I,” Maksim answered shortly. The tension in the room was thick and heavy, all of them spaced out with at least ten feet between each brother. 
Thomas and Hector stood slightly closer to her and Maks, but still far enough to react should someone get combative.
Isaiah looked to her next, his gaze blatantly disrespectful as he gave Kerrigan a slow, head-to-toe perusal. 
“Thomas said you’d brought home a Bride, but I envisioned someone more… elegant.”
Kerrigan snorted even when Maks stiffened beside her, bristling with indignation. 
“That’s okay. She thought you’d be taller.”
The tiniest smirk canted Isaiah’s feminine lips in response to Kerrigan’s sass. 
“At least she’s got spunk.”
“She’s got a bit more than that, brother.” Hector chortled dangerously. “I’d wager from the look on her face, we shouldnae keep talkin’ aboot her in the third person.”
Isaiah gave a careless shrug, waving his hand at the family circle. “I’m pleased to see all of you, but I don’t understand why I was summoned home like a naughty pup. Are you calling us home for war, Maks?”
Maksim tilted his head to the side curiously, his grip on her hand tightening. 
“The only person I’m at war with is the one who set me up to be captured, violated my Bride with his thrall, and subsequently stalked her to ensure I remained exactly where I was for the last twelve years.”
All eyes were on Isaiah and his reaction, but Kerrigan sought out the person who showed the least amount of response. 
He stood there with his hands in his pockets, focused on Isaiah but only because looking anywhere else might be noted.
He thought he was going to get away with it. He thought no one could possibly find out because he’d been so clever, making it seem as though she was dangerous and perhaps even responsible for Maksim’s disappearance.
The employees at Armistice contracted to follow her in secret thought they were helping to figure out where she might have stashed Maks or buried his body. 
He convinced them they were doing a good thing. That their work was vital to the safety of the company. 
None of them ever thought to question it or even suspected they were helping to ensure Maksim didn’t try to escape.
“You think I would do such a thing?” Isaiah scoffed with genuine surprise. He didn’t even attempt to disguise how it made him feel to be indirectly accused of such a betrayal. 
“Maks, I came to you and asked you to help all of us by taking control of the company before Bronagh ruined us. I wanted you at the head of the table; I still do. I would never betray you or hurt your woman.”
Maksim inclined his head, lifting Kerrigan’s left hand to his lips for a kiss. She couldn’t help but think, with a hint of amusement, that Maks was ensuring she couldn’t go off the rails and instinctively throw out her left hand.
“I know it wasn’t you, Isaiah.”
“Oh, really?” Isaiah retorted hotly. “Then who was it? Because if it was one of us—”
“It was,” Maksim confirmed, which only seemed to incise Isaiah further.
Isaiah scrutinized each of the vampires, in turn, his face flushed a furious red. 
“You’re certain?”
“I am. Kerrigan confirmed it a little while ago.”
“Kerrigan confirmed it?” Isaiah repeated incredulously, raising his hand to point dubiously at her. “Her? Your Bride? Well, that’s convenient, isn’t it? How could she possibly determine in so short a time which of your brothers would stoop to capture and imprison you? Tell me, Maks, I’m dying to hear that answer.”
“Funny you should mention death,” Kerrigan drawled, really getting tired of being underestimated and seen as nothing but Maksim’s arm candy. Sure, she wasn’t old as dirt, but she’d been around this block enough times to know the score.
“I’m curious to know who you’ve decided is responsible as well,” Aubin interjected, not bothering to conceal his doubt or his contempt for her.
Virico raised his hand like a little boy waiting to be called on. “I think it’s safe to say we all want to know how you’ve solved the mystery.”
Kerrigan waved her hand at herself. “I didn’t decide or solve anything. The dead keep no secrets.”
“What does that mean?” Dhiraj asked, his thick brows coming together in a deep frown.
“It means I know all your secrets,” Kerrigan replied easily. “I can prove it if you like.”
Thomas gave a short bow, leaning slightly forward to meet her gaze with an inviting smile. 
“Please do. You know how curious I am about your abilities. The things you could do for this company…”
Kerrigan shook her head at the relentless little bugger. “Every third Friday of the month, Thomas goes to visit a woman called Lady Ruby. She’s a high-end prostitute who charges her clients ten grand a night for her services. Thomas pays twenty grand to meet with Ruby’s brother, Lucas, who works as the head of the IT department at Blackwing Security.”
Thomas flushed a ruddy red, but at least he didn’t bother to deny it. 
“It’s a business investment! Lucas is a veritable font of information, and he hates his job. I’ve offered him a lucrative position once he gives up the entire technological infrastructure to our biggest competitor.”
Kerrigan winked at Thomas and didn’t mention the money he’d anonymously donated to help pay for Ruby’s daughter, Grace, to continue receiving the very best medical care to treat the lymphoma slowly eating away at her body.
With the donation, Ruby had recently retired from her life as a prostitute in order to spend all her time with Grace. 
When Lucas was ready to jump ship and join Armistice, Thomas ensured he would be a loyal employee for life.
Moving on, Kerrigan gestured to Isaiah. “While you’re out making sure Hector and the other Armistice operatives in the field have access to all the tools, cash, and contacts they need to complete their missions, you’re also setting up schools and orphanages for children displaced by war and natural disasters. You did visit Virico’s favorite brothel in Argentina in order to hire one of the hookers as the full-time caretaker of one of your orphanages.”
Isaiah narrowed his eyes dangerously at her. “There is no possible way you could know that.”
“Her name is Pia Ojedo,” Kerrigan replied with a cool smile. “Her husband and three young sons were murdered by the local drug cartel—which you annihilated—and without her husband to care for her, Pia was forced to resort to selling her body to survive.”
Isaiah opened and closed his mouth, visibly struggling to comprehend how Kerrigan could have that kind of information. 
She could practically see him spinning scenarios to try and explain her omnipotence.
“Every Sunday evening, Aubin sits down to play Go with Eliana from accounting. Eliana lets him win every few games, just to keep things interesting. 
"They’ve never had sex; Eliana is suffering from PTSD from a past relationship, and all she wants is a friend. Aubin is dying to help heal her psychological wounds, but he’s patient and hopes one day she’ll come to see him as more than a friend.”
Kerrigan lifted her brows at Aubin to invite whatever he had to say, but he remained sullen and mute.
“Do me, do me!” Virico demanded with the exuberance of a child eager for a treat.
Kerrigan bit into her cheek to try and stop herself from smiling, but considering his secret, she couldn’t. 
“Your entire apartment is one big BDSM dungeon, and your pet’s name is Bob. He sleeps in a cage beneath your bed and wears a frighteningly large anal plug with a pink corckscrew piggy tail attached to the end at all times.
“Bob isn’t gay, but he was beating up a prostitute who refused to service him in an alley you just happened to be walking past three years ago, so you enthralled him and brought him home to be your pig and serve you as punishment.
“Bob also gave his entire life savings to the prostitute he was abusing at your order. You love seeing Bob suffer; Bob wants to murder you in your sleep, hence the cage.”
Virico pointed at her with a randy grin on his face but was looking at his brothers. 
“That’s so true.”
“It’s ironic,” Kerrigan went on, circling her finger to encompass the Austmathr clan. “All of you give Hector shit about his addiction to prostitutes, yet each of you are involved with a prostitute in one way or another. 
"Hector’s favorite are the sexy voluptuous women who are soft to cuddle with. It’s rare he ever has sex with any of them, which is why he’s not really that upset that I neutered him.”
“I bloody well am!” Hector insisted with a nasty shake of his fist. Kerrigan blew him a playful kiss, earning a territorial growl from Maksim.
“How could you possibly know all these things about us?” Dhiraj asked with curiosity that bordered on hostility.
Kerrigan pinched the hem of her skirt to take a quick curtsy. 
“Because I’m a badass.”
Maksim chortled wickedly, turning to brush his lips across her temple. 
“No need to brag, love.”
“I’m not bragging,” Kerrigan retorted. “I’m a Summoner, a Necromancer, a Soul Collector, and a Curse Breaker. In my world, my abilities are rare as frog fur, and it means I can do this: To hear the truth and know the way, I cast a spell this very day. I summon thee, Quentin Van Horn, reveal yourself unto me.”
Summoned for the second time tonight, Quentin appeared at the center of their circle, fully formed and looking almost alive. 
Kerrigan saw Juliet in the sparkle of Quentin’s mischievous smile. Quentin wasn’t much taller than Kerrigan, but his body was compact and well-muscled. 
Even though he had on the same trousers and button-down shirt he’d been wearing when he died, Quentin didn’t look like a glorified office nerd.
“Can you hear me now?” Quentin greeted, turning in a slow circle to make sure all the vampires could see him.
Isaiah frowned and tilted his head to peer intently at the ghost in front of him. 
“Do I… know you?”
Quentin pressed his hand to his heart with an exaggerated pout. “I’m hurt. We spent a glorious night together discussing how my work could ensure your latest school for girls could be protected from anything including a man with a cup of acid to an all-out bombing.
“I spent all day working up a file with my protocols and how I could best serve the needs of the people living inside the school. I even proposed assigning an Ifrit as a guardian given the region, but when I brought it to your apartment, you were gone.”
Clearly flabbergasted, Isaiah just stood there, mutely staring at Quentin in outright shock.
“Quentin, will you tell us how you died?” Kerrigan invited.
“Of course!” Quentin replied with a peppy bounce. “It was that same night. I let myself into Isaiah’s apartment because… well, he gave me a key. I left the file on the table beside his bed, locked up behind me, and the next thing I knew, I was flying out into the atrium. Well, falling, to be precise. Ironic, isn’t it? I sent my sister a levitation spell to learn for her birthday, but I never thought to memorize it myself.”
“I am sorry I didn’t personally follow up on the report of your murder, Quentin,” Maksim said gravely.
“Murder?” Virico dropped his sardonic smiles and became as serious as she’d yet seen him. “How have we gone from the betrayal of a brother to murder of an employee?”
Quentin raised his hands and did his best impression of The Dude. 
“It’s all connected, man. See, it all started when Katherine Pembroke made a move on Isaiah. Bronagh didn’t like it that the head of another clan was attempting to seduce Isaiah away from him, and if Maksim hadn’t done a bit of the ole’ Off With Her Head at Isaiah’s urging, Bronagh would have gone to war with the Pembroke clan, which would have ensured the council had no choice but to move against Armistice.”
Aubin interrupted with an impatient hiss. “We all know this story and how it ended—”
“Are you in a rush to leave, brother?” Virico asked, turning to stare at Aubin with an extremely suspicious glare.
Aubin rudely scoffed, jerking his shoulder away from Dhiraj’s hand when he attempted to calm Aubin. 
“I’m in no rush; I simply grow bored with this tedious show. For all we know, Maksim’s witch is using this alleged ghost as a puppet to turn us against each other.”
“Man, you are so paranoid,” Quentin accused, looking to Kerrigan with an apologetic shrug. “Guess I have to go a little deeper.”
Kerrigan smiled at him, resting her head on Maksim’s bicep. “You do what you need to do, Quentin. This is your time to speak.”
“So, I need to tell you something Kerrigan couldn’t possibly know to prove she has no hold on my tongue, eh? Alright,” Quentin said to Aubin and began speaking in rapid French.
Kerrigan was fluent enough to express her needs, but not enough to carry on a full conversation. Whatever Quentin said made Maksim’s bicep turn to stone beneath her cheek, and Aubin turn an unflattering shade of green.
When Quentin finished, he looked around with his eyebrows raised. “I hope that will suffice as evidence that I am under no spell or being coerced to say only what Kerrigan wishes me to.”
Aubin licked his lips and pulled his hand down his face as he nodded, refusing to meet anyone’s eyes. 
“Yes.”
“Good. So, you all know Maksim offed Bronagh, took his place, and the company began to flourish in ways it never had before. Everything was coming up roses, but Bronagh’s devoted lover couldn’t forget the lesson he’d learned: to love is to be weak and brings nothing but misery and pain. As soon as Maksim found his Dride, Dhiraj couldn’t help but teach Maksim the same lesson.”
Dhiraj nodded as though his master plan had finally been revealed, and he seemed relieved. “I confess I regret killing Quentin. I had a momentary lapse of judgment and thought he had rejected my advances in favor of Isaiah. Quentin reminded me so much of Bronagh, and seeing him come out of Isaiah’s room that night… well, what can I say? I was jealous and acted rashly.”
Kerrigan fought to keep her hand off the side of her face where Astrid had removed the psychic stain on her soul when Dhiraj looked at her without a hint of remorse. 
“I do not contest that Bronagh needed to be stopped, but he didn’t have to die. Maksim took Bronagh from me, and the reward of having a Bride of his own to love was too much for me to bear. The grief of what you’d done was supposed to have overwhelmed you, Kerrigan. It baffles me how you were able to withstand the compulsion.”
“Guess you should have just done the job yourself when you had the chance,” Kerrigan replied, feeling nothing but contempt for the vampire.
“What did you say to the pawns you recruited to spy for you?” Maksim demanded coldly. “How did you get them to stalk Kerrigan, documenting every single one of her movements to send to me, making it clear if I didn’t allow myself to be continuously tortured, she would die?”
“I told them I believed she was responsible for your disappearance.” Dhiraj answered in a reasonable tone.
Thomas looked as though he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I came to you after I passed out, and you convinced me it was a result of my maker’s death.”
Again, Dhiraj sounded perfectly composed, as though he’d done everyone a favor. That teaching Maksim this lesson of loss was the right thing to have done. 
“You weren’t convinced that Maksim disappeared on purpose. It was easy to sneak up behind you and snap your neck. You felt pain and lost consciousness, but never knew I was there.”
Hector took a step forward, trembling with the force it took to contain his rage. 
“Why nae just kill Maks?”
“I planned to, but then Kerrigan cursed the Wives and Vivica demanded he be revived. Something to do with his blood, so I had to improvise on the spot. I told Kerrigan every time she thought about Maksim, she would be overwhelmed with her feelings of failure, and after ordering her parents to abandon her, I made them forget me in favor of focusing on their fear of retribution.
“I fully expected Kerrigan to take her own life, and I realized Maksim would suffer even more knowing he hadn’t been there to save his infant Bride, so I left him be. Up until Vivica removed his eyes, it felt far more satisfying to know he was suffering, listening to the stories of where in the world Kerrigan was and what she was doing without him.”
It blew her mind to hear no emotion at all from Dhiraj, only a blank recitation of his sins. The ringing of Maksim’s cell phone cut through the silence, and he answered without taking his eyes off Dhiraj.
“Yes? Bring him up to the Petite Ballroom.” Maksim slipped the phone back into his coat pocket and glanced down at her with a tight nod. 
“Etienne is here.”
Kerrigan hummed in answer, ready for this whole thing to be over. She wanted to go home. 
“Good.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



Maksim heard Etienne as soon as he exited the elevator. The security team had standing orders to tackle Etienne as soon as he’d come through the door, having been invited via Dhiraj’s cloned cell phone with the promise that their treasure was found.
“Unhand me this instant! Do you have any idea who I am?” Etienne was shouting, which made Kerrigan huff and look up at him with an expression of, ‘seriously?’ 
Maksim could only shrug and shake his head. 
“You can’t manhandle me this way; I was invited here—”
“Dude, shut up already!”
Maksim watched with extreme satisfaction as Etienne was shoved into the ballroom, trussed up in silver chains, being led like a dog by the two shifters on either side of him. 
Etienne looked around with wide, uncertain eyes, but the second he saw Kerrigan, fear whitened his already pale flesh.
Hector looked like he’d just sank his fangs into a lemon. “Why is it dressed like tha’?”
Maksim imagined if Hector had a stick, he might go as far as to poke Etienne with it like a little boy poking a dead animal. 
Maks couldn’t blame him, Etienne did look ridiculous in his leather pants and red velvet smoking jacket.
“I think those are the only clothes he has, Hector,” Kerrigan answered in confusion. “This is Etienne Rodolpho, and he was wearing the same exact outfit when he came to see me and paid me to help him find a potion that’s supposed to allow vampires to walk in the sun.”
For a moment, there was nothing but silence from his brothers, and then everyone but Dhiraj burst out laughing.
“A daywalking potion? Tha’ dosenae exist! It’s a myth!”
“What… what’s the meaning of this?” Etienne’s demand came out high and squeaky, lessening the overall effect. “Miss Gray, you are in violation of our confidentiality agreement!”
Kerrigan blew a raspberry at the foppish vampire. “That went out the window the second you walked into my office wearing the rubies I gave to Maksim. When did Dhiraj give them to you?”
Maksim watched Etienne fight the urge to look at Dhiraj, his blue eyes wide with false surprise. 
“Who is Dhiraj?”
“Come off it, Etienne.” Dhiraj sighed. “They know.”
Etienne went from frightened to furious in an instant, hissing at Dhriaj like a snake. 
“You told them?”
“The moment Kerrigan told me you brazenly flashed my ruby tie pin and cufflinks at her, I knew,” Maksim voiced coldly. “I’ll be having those back immediately.”
The two guards didn’t give Etienne the opportunity to refuse, tearing at his cuffs and tie to pull the gems off. Maksim held his hand out, showing the three small items to Kerrigan for her approval. 
She took the tie bar and held it up to the light, showing Maksim something he himself hadn’t even realized was there.
Etched into the stone, only revealed by the light, were their initials separated by a small heart. 
K loves M.
Understanding Kerrigan had given him a gift more precious than rubies that night at the opera pushed aside Maksim’s feelings of rage, betrayal, and the deep-seated need for retribution in favor of loving her.
“We have a nice dungeon in the sub-basement, Father,” Thomas offered with an unkind smile. “I can’t tell you how much it would please me to dispense a little justice.”
“Justice,” Maksim repeated, looking to Dhiraj, wondering why he hadn’t made any attempt to escape or to fight. 
“The dungeon will do for now. And what are we going to do with you, Dhiraj?”
Dhiraj shrugged, apathetic, completely unconcerned with reprisal for his betrayal. 
“You’re not going to do anything.”
“Did you eat someone on drugs tonight?” Isaiah demanded as he aggressively took steps toward Dhiraj.
“Of course not, but Maksim isn’t going to sacrifice his Bride simply to take his pound of flesh.” Despite the way Virico and Aubin both grabbed hold of him, Dhiraj exuded nothing but confidence.
Hector blurred to snatch Dhiraj up by the throat, his muscles bulging as he lifted Dhiraj up into the air to shake him like a ragdoll. 
“What the hell did ye do?”
“If any of you kill me, the compulsion I laced into her mind will ensure she takes her own life immediately.” Dhiraj actually had the gall to smile.
Maksim threw out his arm to push Kerrigan behind him as though he could protect her from what Dhiraj had already done, but he should have known better than to think Kerrigan would be so easily cowed.
“If any of us kill you, meaning anyone in this room, or your brothers specifically?” Kerrigan clarified.
With Hector’s hand squeezed so tight around Dhiraj’s throat, the answer came out as more of a wheeze. 
“Anyone in this room.”
*****


Quentin caught her gaze and dipped his chin, his voice winging across the air between them, but his lips didn’t move at all.
I was dead long before he compelled you to suffer, Kerrigan.
“Well, then,” Kerrigan declared. “That’s some kind of poetic justice. Please put him down, Hector.”
“Why? Ye gonna go all black eyes and break his bones? Cause if ye are, I wholeheartedly approve, lass,” Hector replied vindictively.
Virico raised his hand. “I vote for torture.”
“As do I,” Aubin echoed mercilessly.
Isaiah shook his head in disgust. “He’s more than earned it, Maksim, but I cannot stomach torturing another one of our brothers. Even with what he’s done, I would prefer a clean death. I can try to reverse what he’s done to your Bride—”
“You know that’s impossible,” Maksim snapped. “There is no reversing the thrall unless the vampire who placed the compulsion chooses to remove it.”
Dhiraj smirked finally, clearly thinking he’d won this round. Kerrigan was all too pleased to burst his bubble.
“It’s a moot point for now,” Aubin declared arrogantly. “Neither Maksim nor Thomas have given their vote on what’s to be done with Dhiraj.”
Thomas rocked back on his heels with a shake of his head. 
“I side with my maker, always.”
Isaiah muttered something that sounded like, “Ass kisser.”
Maksim’s arm tightened around her waist, his voice dark and deadly. “Until I can find a way to sever whatever hold Dhiraj has on Kerrigan’s subconscious, he will stay in the dungeon. 
"He will desiccate just as I did, and feel the burn of silver in the empty sockets where his eyes should have been, just as I did. For now, it will suffice.”
Virico huffed, shaking his head in silent disagreement. Aubin muttered a string of curses under his breath, Hector refused to put Dhiraj down, and Isaiah dropped his head forward with a tired sigh.
Thomas, ever curious, leaned around Maks to look at Kerrigan. 
“What did you mean when you said this was poetic justice?”
Kerrigan wiggled her fingers at Dhiraj. “Quentin wasn’t alive when Dhiraj put the whammy on me.”
Dhiraj didn’t stop smiling, but like the rest of the vampires, he gave her a confused look.
“He’s not alive now,” Virico pointed out, as though she were unaware. “He’s a ghost.”
Kerrigan tipped her head to the side and fluttered her lashes like an airhead. “You say that like he has no power anymore.”
Virico shook his head and lifted his brows to sarcastically repeat himself. 
“He’s a ghost.”
Grinding her teeth, Kerrigan looked up at Maksim with a narrow-eyed glare. “I’m getting real sick and tired of your brothers looking at me like I’m a cute little Goth bunny, Maksim.”
Maksim pressed his hand to his heart and gave a gentlemanly bow. “Please forgive them, love. They’re all absolute fools. What would you have me do with Dhiraj?”
Her response wasn’t for Maksim’s benefit, so much as the others, but she still saw the way Maksim flinched and how his eyes practically blazed with murderous intent. 
“As long as he’s alive, I’ll have to fight the compulsion he forced on me. I’ve fought it every day for twelve years, I’m fighting it now, and at some point, I worry I won’t be able to keep fighting.”
“Then it’s no choice at all,” Maksim insisted. “He dies.”
“So, we’re back to torture then?” Isaiah snapped peevishly. “We’re going to torture Dhiraj until he chooses to off himself?”
Kerrigan tore out of Maksim’s hold to stamp her foot with a sound of affront. 
“What is so difficult to understand about the word ‘necromancer?’ I mean, seriously, have you never seen one in action before?”
Isaiah’s lashes fluttered in response to her aggressive tone. 
“Um, no. I haven’t.”
“Well, fine then. If everyone is in agreement that Dhiraj is done for, I’ll show you. Are we doing this now, Maks?” Kerrigan glanced over her shoulder at him for permission.
Maks inclined his head and sentenced his brother to die right then and there. “At your pleasure, Kerrigan. Hector, put him down, but don’t let go.”
“You can’t do anything to me,” Dhiraj drawled mockingly.
Kerrigan rolled her eyes and waved her hand at where Quentin still stood, patiently waiting. 
“I’m not going to do anything. He is.”
“He’s a ghost,” Virico said again, enunciating like she was a complete boob.
“Nek-ro-mancer,” Kerrigan enunciated in turn, writing him off with a click of her tongue. “Quentin, are you ready?”
“Oh yes,” Quentin purred, wickedly grinning at Dhiraj.
Kerrigan raised her hand and altered the space around Quentin’s spirit, anchoring him to the mortal plain. 
“Quentin Ignatius Van Horn. I give you the power to take revenge upon the one who murdered you. You have twenty minutes.”
Quentin scoffed, “Baby, I can do it in ten.”
So saying, the dead witch surged forward in a blur and slammed into Dhiraj with enough force to send the vampire flying. 
Dhiraj landed with a loud grunt, writhing around on the floor as though in the grip of a grand mal seizure.
Without warning, Dhiraj went limp, and from one second to the next sat up like a horror movie vampire hinged at the hips. 
A huge grin split his face as he lifted his hands up to examine them, front and back, and with a boyish whoop, he leapt to his feet and started to Floss.
“Oh yeah!” He chortled, continuing to dance and spin around like a lunatic. Maksim and his brothers crowded closer together, watching Dhiraj with naked expressions of shock and confusion on their faces.
“I always wondered what it would feel like to be a vampire! Man, I’m starving! Wow, I never thought I’d miss the feeling of being hungry. This is awesome!”
Maksim reached out to pull Kerrigan back into the circle of his arm, not looking away from Dhiraj doing the Moon Walk in a circle on the ballroom floor.
“What’s happening right now?”
Kerrigan couldn’t withhold her laughter, “Quentin is enjoying the sensation of having a solid body again.”
“Quentin is?” Virico sputtered, absolutely horrified. “But… but he’s a ghost! What did you do?”
Kerrigan huffed in annoyance, baffled by his continued ignorance on the abilities of a necromancer and the power of ghostly energy.
“I get the feeling someone told you ghosts are harmless, Virico. Let me be the first to tell you, they’re not. As for what I did, I gave Quentin enough power to possess your brother, and he’s taken charge of Dhiraj’s body.”
“Right!” Quentin clapped his hands and boogied his way closer, “First thing’s first, let’s deal with the compulsion, eh?”
Dhiraj/Quentin held out his hand to her, but Maksim’s arm turned to steel around her waist. She soothed him with a gentle murmur, smiling up at Maks confidently.
“It’s okay. Quentin is in control. He won’t hurt me.”
Skeptical and still clearly worried for her safety, Maksim shifted his grip from her waist to her hand, glued to her side as she moved past the knot of vampires to approach Quentin. 
Dhiraj’s hand was warm from whoever he’d fed on, callused from centuries of wielding a sword. His deep eyes swirled with power, and though his voice was his own, it was Quentin who spoke the words.
“Kerrigan Gray, I release you from my thrall.”
At first, she didn’t feel anything. No tingles, no tickles, no tugs… but after a moment the feeling that came was akin to taking off a bra with a band one size too small. 
Relief. Like she could finally take a full breath for the first time in over a decade.
Not long after, the churning grief, rage, and guilt she’d carried with her since the night of her botched induction into the Silver Wives coven, drained away like dirty water in a sink that had finally been unplugged.
Quentin/Dhiraj squeezed her hand and gave it a sweet pat. 
“All good?”
Kerrigan nodded, struggling to maintain a stiff upper lip when all she wanted to do was break down and cry with the wild happiness.
“Yes. Thank you, Quentin.”
“Time is short and I’ve got a few things everyone needs to hear, but will you do something for me?”
Kerrigan stopped herself just before agreeing to anything outright, and took a bracing breath to speak the proper words. 
“Anything, unless it brings harm to myself or anyone else.”
Quentin/Dhiraj’s smile was roguish as he gave her hand another squeeze. 
“Tell Juliet she’s an amazing young woman. No matter what our parents said or how they treated her like a second class citizen, she was always enough.”
Kerrigan blinked hard to keep the tears at bay. “I’ll tell her.”
He gave a smart nod, and was all business as he turned to Maksim. “Right. Jim and Beth Dodson, Gwen Lawrence, and Tom Lynch were the four investigators Dhiraj hired to stalk Kerrigan. Tom is the only one Dhiraj didn’t compel to follow Kerrigan, and Tom will take the news of Dhiraj’s death very personally. Don’t let the cycle start again.”
“I won’t,” Maksim promised.
“This next bit will be messy. You might want to step back.” Quentin/Dhiraj made a shooing motion with his hands, and Kerrigan allowed Maksim to pull her aside and out of the way. 
Not sure what Quentin was up to, Kerrigan put up the same shield she used when Juliet was on a tear, but Virico just wouldn’t give it up.
“What the hell can he possibly do? He’s a ghost!”
Suffice it to say, Quentin showed them exactly what a ghost could do when given enough power.
It was a flush of heat to Dhiraj’s cheeks first. Then a pink sheen of blood and sweat broke out on his face and trickled down his throat to stain the collar of his white shirt. 
Dhiraj’s skin actually started to steam a little, and whatever Quentin was doing took enough concentration for Dhiraj to come back to his own mind, and his cherry red face contorted with agony.
“What… what’s… happening?” he groaned fearfully, not so smug now.
Dhiraj’s face started to swell up, his limbs expanding like he’d been stuck with an air hose and was blowing up like a balloon. 
She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting Quentin to do, but making Dhiraj explode in a shower of guts, blood, and bone was not it.
Chunky bits of crimson and white slid down the shield Kerrigan had thrown up, but a sideways glance showed none of the other vampires in the room had been spared from the gory rain. 
Quentin’s ghost stood at the epicenter of the explosion, laughing maniacally to see the mess he’d made.
“And that, gentlemen, is what a ghost can do!”
Kerrigan bit into her lips to keep from laughing as she glanced to where Virico stood, looking like a horror movie extra, blinking rapidly as a pink, shiny remnant of intestines slid down his cheek to plop loudly on the floor.
Hector, Isaiah, Thomas, Aubin, and Etienne all wore equally disturbed and shocked expressions, and when they looked at her, there was a newfound respect in their gaze that made her feel quite proud of herself.
The shifter guards seemed completely unfazed, but less than pleased. She’d definitely see to it they got a bonus for tonight’s events.
“Oh, and before I forget, you’re going to be needing this.” Quentin approached with a shimmering bit of pink fluff in hand.
Kerrigan made a soft sound of awe, skirting around Maksim’s protective arm after pulling the large sapphire from inside her boot. 
She held the blue stone with both hands, cupping it like a baby bird for Quentin to flatten the final piece of Cecilie Ancel’s soul into the stone.
“Thank you, Quentin,” Kerrigan said earnestly, folding her hands over her heart, pressing the stone to her chest as she nodded to the ghost already flickering out of sight. “Rest now. Be at peace.”
Quentin gave a salute to her, and his last act was to wink salaciously at Virico before disappearing completely.
“That’s my sapphire!” Etienne shrieked, fighting against the chains, hopping up and down like a frog in a frying pan, his concern about being covered in gore long since forgotten. “You did it, didn’t you? You’ve finished and you can summon her! I have to know where it is! You have to—”
Maksim jerked his chin at the shifter closest to Etienne, and obligingly the beast delivered a punch that shattered Etienne’s jaw and sent him to his knees. Kerrigan clicked her tongue and looked at Thomas with a lift of her brow.
“Both of them deserve a raise.”
Thomas chortled and winked in reply. “Indeed.”
Kerrigan carefully picked her way across the parquet floor and smoothed her skirt close to her legs as she crouched in front of Etienne. 
His fine coat was ruined, his shining blonde hair matted with blood and bits of bone. In short, he was a hot mess.
Her smile was less than kind as she held up the sapphire, letting it catch the light as she twisted it in her fingers.
“If I summoned Cecilie right now and gave her twenty minutes of freedom, what do you think would happen, Etienne?”
His anger drained away and he looked positively pasty white beneath the blood splashed across his fair cheeks. 
He didn’t say a word, but his Adam’s apple gave a fearful bob. Kerrigan nodded slowly, curling her fingers around the sapphire to hide it from his sight.
“As I’m well aware you didn’t personally shell out the money to pay me, I don’t feel bad when I tell you, if you make any attempts to get your hands on this sapphire or spread tales of what I’ve done to put her back together, I’ll give Cecilie a ring and send her to you with instructions to take as much time as she needs to drive you insane before tearing you in half like a Christmas cracker Am I clear?”
“Crystal,” Etienne gulped.
“Good. These really awesome gentlemen are going to take you downstairs, and you’re going to spend a few days in the nice sub-basement dungeon, and you’ll have some company, just to make sure there doesn’t come a day in the future where you think you might try to pull one over on us.”
Eyes big and wide as a kewpie doll, Etienne looked up at her in terror. “Com-company?”
“Jaysus, he sounds like a deflated dog toy,” Hector grunted in disgust.
Maksim’s shiny shoes appeared in Kerrigan’s peripheral, his toe tapping on the bloodied floor. 
“Cowards often do. Gentlemen, if you please.”
Etienne was hauled away like a carpet bag, and Maksim offered his hand to help her stand. 
Kerrigan gave his spiffy, sexy suit a glance to make sure it hadn’t been soiled, and when they turned back to the sullied group she felt like they’d just won another best dressed couple award.
“Now then,” Maksim announced as he looked at the still stunned faces of his brothers, “Is anyone confused as to the baddassery my Bride is capable of? No? Excellent. I think we’re done here.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



“You’re sure about this?” Kerrigan asked one final time, holding a crumpled wad of paper in one hand, and the small glass bottle containing the daywalking potion in the other.
The spellbook and potion had been right where Cecilie said: under the hearthstone in a small chapel that had once been the home of Louis the Fourteenth’s confessor.
The chapel had been renovated and built during the creation of the Pere Lachaise necropolis, but the hiding place endured the test of time and kept Cecilie’s stolen treasure safe.
After perusing the spellbook, Kerrigan wasn’t quite ready to destroy it. The knowledge contained inside deserved to be transcribed and preserved in another text, and then Kerrigan would destroy the book to ensure no one could ever summon the spirit of Caoimhe Mhártain.
There was something special about the book, something Kerrigan couldn’t quite put her finger on, but she knew Rowena and the others would want to see the collection of powerful magic.
However, Maksim was adamant the recipe and instructions for brewing the daywalking potion be destroyed. Tearing out those three pages and crumpling them in her hand had been physically painful.
Kerrigan literally held the keys to untold power and Maksim wanted her to burn it. With an easy smile and a decisive nod, he took the potion from her, pulled the cork, and upended the golden liquid over the fire in front of them.
“Yes, love, I’m sure. Go on.”
Kerrigan opened her hand before she could stop herself, silently apologizing to Caoimhe for erasing what had been the achievement of a lifetime, hoping she would understand.
Maks pulled her up under his arm, dropping a kiss on her hair. “This is the right thing to do. No vampire should have so much power. Not even me.”
“Yeah, I know,” she murmured, watching the flames hungrily devour the thick sheets of vellum. 
When the potion and paper were nothing but ashes and smoke, Maks urged her into motion, and just as they stepped out into the night, snow began to fall on the beautiful necropolis of Père Lachaise.




EPILOGUE



Several months later…
“Rowena, will you answer your damn phone? We’re trying to have a party here!” Juliet shouted, punctuating her announcement by tossing another handful of confetti. Kerrigan ducked her head and threw her hands up to avoid getting hit in the face with more black and gold paper skulls, laughing even as she wondered where the hell Juliet was getting it all from.
Tonight her coven and friends were here, in the newly finished home celebrating Kerrigan and Maksim’s birthday. 
The journey to this place had been a long one, a hard won battle, and Kerrigan was so happy she felt like she might burst at any second.
Maks looked as dapper and as gorgeous as ever, having dressed down for the night in a pair of black trousers and a sexy beige Fisherman’s sweater. 
The bulk of his suits were back in New York, and every few weeks, they went back to pick up a few more as they settled into the farmhouse.
Maksim decided to not take complete control of Armistice, opting instead to be the VP to Thomas’s CEO. It was really just a formality, more of an advisory position. He’d also turned down the Vampire Council’s offer to take up the mantle of their War General.
Maybe in the future, when he caught up to all the new technology and familiarized himself with the changes that had happened while he’d been in prison, Maks would go back and have a more active role in the company.
For now, Maks wanted to make up for all the time they’d lost and enjoy the quiet life with her in the country. Kerrigan had zero complaints. 
Uriah had been forced to add on additional square footage to create another office, and a sitting room between an enormous pair of his and hers walk-in closets, mostly to make room for Maksim’s fancy-ass suits and his ridiculously large collection of watches, but everything worked out perfectly in the end.
Kerrigan covertly used her thumb to move the platinum band decorated with the most gorgeous, pear-shaped ruby back and forth across her ring finger. It looked like a single drop of blood preserved forever inside a ring of tiny diamonds.
She’d woken up with it on her finger, and Maksim’s voice in her ear, promising to make her his Bride in every sense possible. 
Maks looked at her now from across the room, his smile igniting a flurry of erotic sparks in her belly.
Was it rude to want everyone out of her house so she could get back to their private celebration?
“Hey, quiet down!” Rowena ordered, waving her hand around for silence as she cupped her hand around the speaker of her cell to better hear the person calling her. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that last part. What was that?”
Even from several feet away, Kerrigan could hear the female voice shouting at the top of her lungs to answer. 
“I SAID, I have something that belongs to your goddamn fairy, so open this fucking gate!”
Rowena straightened up and looked around for Ilex, her face twisted in confusion. 
“Um… I guess it’s for you?”
Ilex didn’t look like a man eager to receive whatever was being delivered to him at eleven-forty-three P.M. In fact, the enjoyment of being near Juliet seemed to drain out of him, leaving him stiff and uncomfortable.
“Seems a little late for a delivery,” Uriah commented, leaving Ivy’s side just long enough to peer suspiciously through the front windows.
Reece, Goddess love him, put down his beer and smacked Doyle on the arm. 
“We’ll see who it is before letting them come up to the house.”
As they all waited to see who would come up the driveway, Kerrigan couldn’t help but feel a sense of impending doom, especially when she glanced over at Astrid and saw the other woman fiercely glaring at her shoes, her hands jammed up under her arms. If Astrid was angry, something bad was about to happen.
Maks must have noticed too, because he closed the distance between them to set his palm on Kerrigan’s waist, giving her plenty of room to move if she needed to take drastic measures.
Still, a spitting mad woman dressed like a stripper with a beat up baby carrier hooked over her elbow wasn’t the threat Kerrigan had been expecting.
“Touch me one more time, you pussy asshole. I dare you!”
“I was trying to help you. Geeze, settle down, bitch,” Reece huffed indignantly. “You’ll wake the kid.”
“Like I care?” their unwelcome guest sneered.
“That’s obvious,” Doyle muttered. Doyle looked at her and raised his eyebrows to silently shout a warning at Kerrigan. “Uh, this is Lori. From the Vermont She-Wolf pack.”
Lori set the baby carrier down with a careless thump and waved a hostile hand toward Ilex. 
“Congratulations, you fairy fuck. It’s a boy.”
Like an ancient oak in a hurricane, Ilex swayed but didn’t break. Feeling like she was about to witness a nuclear explosion, Kerrigan couldn’t stop herself from looking back and forth between Ilex and one of the werewolves he’d, uh… utilized, the day they’d rescued Maksim.
“I assure you, the child is not mine,” Ilex replied with a note of sadness in his voice that Kerrigan didn’t understand.
“Well,” Lori huffed mercilessly. “It sure as hell isn’t mine!”
Uriah pipped up from where he stood protectively in front of Ivy. 
“That’s most definitely a full blood wolf-cub. I can smell it from here.”
Lori scoffed incredulously, pointing a blood red claw down at the snoozing newborn. 
“Oh yeah, it’s a wolf-cub alright, but it shouldn’t even exist. Wolves only breed with their fated mates, and I haven’t met my mate yet. It’s his fault, and there is no way in hell I’m taking responsibility for this.”
“I’m confused,” Callie said, looking at the baby, at Lori, at Ilex, and back to the baby. “Ilex can’t make wolf babies.”
“Oh, yes he can!” Lori screeched, her badly highlighted hair flying as she gave a sarcastic toss of her head. “Because I showed up to that field, was fucked within an inch of my life, and left pregnant!”
“Time out!” Doyle ordered, his hands forming a T. “I was right there when Ilex was talking with your alpha, Lori. He was seriously specific about none of you bitches showing up if you’d had sex with someone else within the last forty-eight hours.”
Lori threw in another foot stomp, her milk inflated breasts threatening to jiggle out of her violently pink crop top. 
“I thought that meant he didn’t want to smell another guy on us—”
“No,” Reece cut in. “Do not play the dumb bitch card, Lori. Ilex fully owned up to being the son of a fertility god; he said none of your pack who’d fucked another dude in the last forty-eight hours, should show up. Your alpha was fully informed.”
“Well, she didn’t inform me!” Lori shouted.
Reece whipped out his cell phone to wiggle in Lori’s direction. “Really? So if I call Darla right now, she’s going to tell me she loaded up her bitches to help us out, and you just hopped in the car not knowing what was going on or where you were headed? She’ll tell us she didn’t warn you or explain the rules for the night?”
Like watching a tennis match, Kerrigan looked from Reece to Lori, eager to hear the wolf shifter’s response. Lori huffed, puffed, and growled under her breath.
“So I fucked a dude the night before, but I asked my pack if I smelled like Jerry. They said no, which meant there wasn’t any come inside me—”
Juliet scoffed, brushing aside Lori’s excuse like a foul odor. 
“What part of ‘fertility god’ was confusing?”
“I never fucked a fairy before, okay? But this wasn’t supposed to happen!” Lori snapped with extreme aggression, gesturing again at the baby snoozing away in his battered carrier. 
His blankets and things were clean, but the carrier looked like it had been through ten other babies and never been cleaned.
Kerrigan could see spit up stains on the faded black fabric, food crusted to the plastic pieces on the outside, and the shade that was supposed to be for pulling up to shield the baby from the sun had rips and tears in it that rendered it completely useless. It didn’t look safe at all.
Rowena, who’d been calm and composed throughout Lori’s raging outbursts, spread her hands in question. 
“I fail to see how any of this is our problem.”
Lori lost none of her disrespect, or her anger. In fact, it only seemed to increase. “It’s not your problem, it’s his problem! He did this to me!”
Lori stabbed her finger at Ilex and used the toe of her stripper shoe to give the baby carrier a little kick, startling the baby awake. 
Kerrigan watched his huge blue eyes fly open, confusion and fear creasing his face seconds before he started to cry.
The sounds of his distress caused Lori to curl her lip in disgust, clearly having no intention of doing anything to reassure her son. 
Kerrigan was sure Lori would have kicked the carrier again had Maksim not blurred faster than her eyes could track to snatch it up and out of her reach.
Knowing her mate was a vampire, the desire to reproduce hadn’t ever manifested, but the second Maksim unstrapped the crying baby from the carrier to lift the tiny squalling bundle against his chest, Kerrigan’s ovaries went boom.
Even as Maks soothed the wolf pup and cuddled him close, he turned his most menacing stare on Lori. 
“I am steadily losing my patience with you, female, and the stink of your lies is offensive beyond my ability to properly express. Ilex made it plain to your pack what would happen if one of you came to him with another male’s seed inside you.
“You chose to disregard his warning because you’d never—as you so crudely put it—fucked a fairy before, and didn’t want to miss out on the opportunity. So no more lies, wolf. Speak plainly and tell us what you want.”
Lori bared her puny canines with a belligerent snarl, her muddy brown eyes flashing with feminine fury. When she didn’t immediately obey, Doyle gave a purely leonine rumble of displeasure.
“I’m calling Darla.”
“It’s not like she’s gonna do anything,” Lori sang rudely. “The guy I fucked the day before our wild little orgy isn’t my fated mate, but as far as our laws go, it was his kid, and that meant I was his bitch.
“I popped out his baby, and that dumb mother fucker had the audacity to die on me in an alpha challenge. I can’t go back with that thing because Darla’s pack is females only. I didn’t ask for this, so either the fairy takes the pup, or I leave it in another territory on my way home and maybe some cubless bitch will take it.”
Ivy made a sound of pained disbelief, cradling her belly with one arm as Uriah drew her under his. He was doing that twitching thing he did when Uriah was about to hulk out and go full on bear, with only Ivy’s grip on his shirt keeping him in place.
Ilex shook his head, his throat working audibly in the shocked silence. His voice was strangled with agony as he choked out a ragged “I can’t” and fled the house. Juliet watched him go with sympathetic tears in her eyes and made a sound like she was going to vomit.
The shock wore off, and Kerrigan felt her own inner bitch rise up in answer to the truly horrifying situation unfolding right here, in her own house. 
“I must have misunderstood. Did you just threaten to abandon your baby on the road somewhere between here and Vermont?”
Lori shrugged like it was no big deal to toss the baby out like garbage. 
“I told you, I don’t want it, and neither will my fated mate.”
“It? You didn’t even give him a name, did you?” Rowena bit out, the lights flickering overhead.
“Why would I?” Lori shot back, clearly baffled by the anger being reflected back at her.
The unnamed, unloved cub held so carefully in Maksim’s elegant hands had pulled his legs up until he resembled a little frog in his pale green footie pajamas.
It was Lori’s fault for answering the call to satiate Ilex after being warned against it, but Ilex wouldn’t have gone out into the field full to bursting with the power of a fertility god if Kerrigan hadn’t been so impatient.
Like Orpheus, she’d been in such a rush to see Maksim, to free him from his hellish prison, she didn’t stop to consider what might happen. 
The werewolf bitches were supposed to have been a safe bet, but the truth was, allowing Ilex to take on the burden of Maksim’s blood lust so Kerrigan could focus on Maksim was Kerrigan’s fault, and passing the magical buck always came with consequences.
Maks looked at her, and Kerrigan could feel the weight of his unspoken thoughts. He too felt a responsibility for what Ilex had done for them, and there was no world in which Maks would allow Lori to take the baby and leave him to die on the side of the road.
“Look, am I leaving him here, or do I drop him somewhere else?” Lori demanded coldly, making it clear she didn’t care whatsoever for the infant she’d birthed.
Kerrigan reached out to lay her hand over Maksim’s where he was rubbing soothing circles across the baby’s back, melting like goo when the baby finally stopped crying.
“Okay,” Kerrigan murmured.
Maks gave her a reassuring smile in answer, rocking the pup like a pro. “She cannot come back. Ever.”
“Not a chance,” Kerrigan agreed, turning on her heels to march right up to Lori. “Give up all claim to your son, right now.”
Lori made a rude noise, jerkily lifting her shoulder. “I already said I don’t want it—”
“And now you’re going to make it official,” Kerrigan snapped, wanting the disgusting female out of her house, yesterday.
“You’re in a den of witches, bitch,” Juliet threw in, appearing to stand at Kerrigan’s shoulder. “Speak the words, make them rote.”
One by one, Callie, Rowena, Astrid, and Ivy stepped in to form a wall at Kerrigan’s back, their magic rising with a wave of iridescent heat. 
Lori shifted from foot to foot, finally realizing her strength as a werewolf counted for precisely nothing, and she was alone without a pack to protect her. 
Her eyes got big, her mouth worked a few times, but she finally managed to speak.
“I give up all claim to my firstborn son.”
Satisfied, the witches at Kerrigan’s back throttled down, but Kerrigan wasn’t finished. She reached out and snatched Lori’s arm, her fingernails piercing through skin when Lori jerked back.
As the world turned monochrome, the shadows and lights faded to black and white, Kerrigan felt power surge up from the floor beneath her feet and out through her hand. 
It wasn’t the cold darkness of black magic, it was the vengeful punishment of the Goddess herself that filled Kerrigan. 
When Kerrigan opened her mouth, she spoke with a multi-layered, melodic thrall of power so ancient it had no name.
“No matter the circumstances, the birth of a child was a gift given to you by the Mother of All. Hear me, Lori Dianne Eckstrom, you will never be given such a gift, ever again. Fate heard your intention to abandon your offspring, and so Fate will abandon you.
“You will have no mate, and you will bear no more pups. You will never come back here. You will never come looking for the son you rejected, and you will never call yourself his mother.
Your bond is broken.”
Kerrigan felt one, two, three drops of blood hit the floor between her feet and Lori’s, and the magic that overwhelmed her evaporated with a rumble of thunder.
“So it is known,” Rowena echoed, the coven each repeating the words in reverent murmurs.
Wide-eyed and terrified, Lori gave one more jerk of her arm and fled the house.
“Dude, remind me never to piss you off,” Reece stuttered, actually gripping his balls like he feared for the safety of his future offspring.
“I’ll just ah…” Doyle hooked his thumb over his shoulder, inching toward the door, also protectively cupping his groin. “Make sure Lori leaves. Now.”
“Me too!” Reece followed, both lions racing out the door after Lori.
Juliet snorted and grabbed her coat off the couch. “I’ll go check on Ilex.”
“We’ll make a run to the store for baby stuff,” Ivy offered, grabbing Uriah’s hand with a determined scowl on her face. “She couldn’t even be bothered to leave that poor baby anything but a shitty carrier. What kind of person does that?”
Uriah was all sweet rumbles and love, pulling Ivy back under his massive arm, rubbing her swollen belly on their way out. 
“The kind who gets cursed by a goddess, honey. We can get some ice cream while we’re out, huh? You’ll feel better after a midnight snack.”
Maksim was waiting when Kerrigan turned around, his brows drawn together in concern as he searched her eyes for any hint of black. Kerrigan smiled, feeling not a single hint of lingering darkness.
She held her hands out for the baby, not having expected such a tiny thing to weigh so much. 
He looked up at her, blinking unbelievably long lashes at her in curious confusion.
“You, sir, were not the birthday surprise I was expecting tonight,” Kerrigan told him. He cooed softly in answer, grabbing at the air until she gave him her finger to hold.
“You guys don’t have to take him,” Rowena said gently, wiggling one of the baby’s tiny feet with a gooey smile. “There are wolf packs in the area, and I’m sure we could find this cutie a really good home.”
The little cap popped off his head to unleash a wealth of curly black hair, and Kerrigan couldn’t help to think the wolf pup looked a heck of a lot like Maks. 
One look, and Kerrigan discovered room in her heart to love another male. Totally and completely sunk, the very idea of giving up the pup with Prussian blue eyes made her arms tighten around him and her vision flash monochrome.
“No. He has a good home right here. Right?”
Maks hummed in agreement, palming the baby’s head, his thumb gently smoothing back and forth through his curls. 
“Exactly right.”
“Is it just me, or does he look a little bit like Maks?” Callie asked as she peeked over Kerrigan’s shoulder, going so far as to lean her head against Kerrigan’s.
“Definitely,” Rowena confirmed warmly. “Astrid, what do you think?”
Astrid reached in and drew the tip of her finger down the pup’s cheek with a happy, emotion-filled smile, drawing another burble of sound from him.
 “Fate is a curious thing, you know, and she likes to reward those who fight for their love.”
“Okay, spill it, Astrid. You’ve clearly been sitting on this for a while,” Rowena drawled teasingly.
Astrid gave a deeply satisfied sigh, a shimmer of light rippling along the skin of her exposed forearm. 
When she looked up to meet Kerrigan’s gaze, there were nothing but stars and infinite mysteries swirling through Astrid’s eyes. 
“You may not have carried him in your body, Kerrigan, but this sweet little warrior is the result of your relentless determination, Maksim’s blood lust, and the love you have for one another. Ilex did the heavy lifting, but this baby is your son in every way that matters.”
Kerrigan felt Astrid’s words reverberate in her chest, like the echo of a gong having been struck. Astrid winked and stepped back to make room for Maks to curl his arm around Kerrigan and the pup. 
He had a smile on his face wide enough to bare his fangs, and there was nothing but gentle acceptance in his gaze. 
“What will we call him, love?”
“Liam,” Kerrigan answered in a daze, not even having to think about it. “His name is, Liam Gray.”
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Afterword

Well, guys and ghouls, there you have it! I hope you enjoyed reading Kerrigan and Maksim's story as much as I did writing it.


I can't say which Little Witch will be up next in the series, but suffice it to say, it's gonna be good!


If you're a new reader, come on out and hang with me in my World of Wroth Facebook group. This is the spot to get updates on new releases, games, giveaways, and all sorts of other goodies.
Please note that there are mandatory group questions! This is to keep scammers and pirates from infiltrating the group, so please answer the questions to gain entry. Thanks in advance and please leave a REVIEW on Amazon!
Even a star rating will thrill me and let me know you're loving the new series.


If you're already part of the WoW crew, you know what to do!
REVIEW!!
For a broader range of information, or to contact me directly, check out my website at isabelwroththewriter.com
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