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      The door closed quietly behind Saiph as she led Auren through the double doors and into the echoing space. It had taken a long time to restore the castle to its former glory, and she had been eagerly awaiting the completion of this room in particular.

      She’d promised to bow before her queen, to worship her on her knees for as long as they lived, and now Saiph could finally do so in a more… official capacity.

      “Is the blindfold truly necessary, Seren?” Good humour coloured Auren’s voice and Saiph chuckled, the sound darker than she’d anticipated.

      “Scared, little witch?”

      “With you?” Auren snorted. “Never.”

      “Just for your arrogance, we’re leaving the blindfold on longer.”

      She placed her hands on Auren’s shoulders, shivering at the warmth of her queen’s skin beneath the simple tunic shirt she wore. Auren didn’t need a crown or an extravagant dress to appear regal, she could command a room with a single look and end their enemies with half a thought. Not that they had many enemies now.

      Their steps were loud as Saiph pushed Auren gently towards the dais, helping her ascend the three stairs that led to the formal seat of their power. Two thrones, one carved of marble, the other of onyx, infused with the magick of the stars. At least, Saiph’s throne was—Auren still needed to infuse hers with her own magick.

      Auren turned when Saiph applied slight pressure to her shoulders and sat gracefully despite her lack of vision. Saiph knelt and the breath rushed out of her. This was the first time she’d seen Auren take the throne and she was… Well, it was no surprise that Auren was descended from the old gods. Not when her umber skin glowed against the white marble, her hair looking nearly red in the lantern light.

      “You are devastating,” Saiph growled and Auren raised an eyebrow above the blindfold, a smile flirting with the corner of her mouth. Confident, cocky, despite that she should have been at a disadvantage. Saiph didn’t mind though. In a moment, that arrogance would fade and she would have her mate begging for her.

      Each hand fell to one of Auren’s knees, pushing them apart, the material of the trousers coarse against Saiph’s palms as she smoothed them up Auren’s outer thighs.

      “You told me once that if I offered to worship you on my knees, you wouldn’t say no,” she began and Auren inhaled sharply, her legs opening wider to allow Saiph access. “Are you ready to be worshiped, Auren?”

      “Saiph,” Auren panted, just as Saiph tugged hard on the lacings at the front of Auren’s trousers. The material eased and Auren raised her hips without prompting as Saiph hooked her fingers into the tops and dragged them down until they pooled at Auren’s ankles.

      Saiph’s mouth pressed slowly against the inside of Auren’s knee and the smile fell from Auren’s face entirely as she bit her lip. Saiph trailed her mouth higher, refusing to be rushed even when Auren whimpered.

      She paused when she reached the apex of her mate’s thighs, blowing softly and chuckling when Auren’s hips bucked in response. “Are you ready to see where we are?”

      Auren nodded and Saiph was pleased to see that Auren’s hands trembled when they reached up to untie the cloth that covered her eyes.

      Saiph didn’t hesitate.

      The cloth fell, and her mouth closed over Auren’s clit, sucking and licking until the wet sounds of her mate’s pleasure filled the chamber.

      She withdrew and smirked up at the queen before her. Amber eyes were like molten pools as Auren clutched the carved arms of the marble throne and Saiph sucked her own fingers into her mouth before curling them into Auren’s heat.

      “Look at me,” Saiph growled, and Auren’s eyes flashed open just as Saiph crooked her fingers in the way that she knew Auren loved. “Are you ready to come for me, my queen?”

      Auren gasped as Saiph lowered her mouth, the flat of her tongue teasing Auren’s clit until her pussy drenched Saiph’s face, moisture dripping down her chin as she feasted.

      Before she could reach the edge, Saiph stopped. Keeping her mouth tauntingly close to Auren’s pussy, she murmured, “Beg me.”

      Auren moaned, her hand reaching into Saiph’s hair to encourage her to keep going, and Saiph laughed, her breath tickling Auren’s sensitive flesh.

      “You may be my queen to worship, but I am yours. I will bow for you, and you will beg for me, witch.”

      There was fire in Auren’s eyes when they flicked open and looked at Saiph with a mixture of admiration and challenge. “Seren,” she groaned. “Please…”

      Saiph waited, knowing her mate wasn’t done.

      “...Make your queen scream.”

      Saiph obeyed.

      Her mouth sucked Auren’s clit and her tongue pressed inside her pussy, tongue fucking her until Auren thrust herself against Saiph desperately.

      The floor was cold and hard beneath Saiph’s knees, but she could barely feel the pain as Auren exploded against her lips. Starlight flared out from beneath Auren’s skin, brightening the air around them, and Saiph sent a small amount of her own magick out, encouraging the starlight to sink into Auren’s throne.

      A white glow emanated from the white stone, casting light on Auren’s face as her lashes fluttered and her muscles relaxed.

      “Long live the queen,” Saiph said, smirking when Auren laughed breathlessly.
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      Life sucks and then you die. Except, sometimes you don’t stay dead. It’s this thought that stood out as I blinked blearily at the rows and rows of tombstones, the neat lines stretching out in front of me. I didn’t know where I was. I couldn’t remember how I’d got here. All I knew was that, judging by the incessant tug somewhere deep in my belly, this wasn’t my final destination.

      The sky was a cheery blue and the stench of pollen and freshly cut grass overwhelmed my senses, making me gag. Up until that moment, I hadn’t noticed the way the sun seemed to beat down on me, making my limbs shake and my long, dark hair tremble against the ground with every strangely hollow breath that rattled my lungs.

      Where the fuck was I?

      The tug in my gut seemed to swell as if in answer, clenching so tightly a gasp escaped my mouth. I would have screamed if I’d had the breath. Had I eaten something bad? Was this the worst period cramp ever? My breathing sped up as I turned my head from side to side and spotted nothing but more graves and grass. Biting my lip against dizziness as the world threatened to go black, I swore when something sharp split my bottom lip.

      Warmth cascaded over my chin and I fumbled a shaking hand up to scrub it away, freezing at the deep red that was smeared over my palm.

      My hand flew up to prod my teeth, so fast I nearly knocked them out, and I sucked in another gasp of air when I felt the odd curve of my canine as the pad of my finger split.

      Had someone strapped razors to my teeth? Oh god, had I been abducted for some kind of organ harvesting? Or experimentation? But then, how had I escaped? And why couldn’t I remember anything? I racked my brain, trying to remember what I’d been doing, where I’d been going, hell, who I was and came up with nothing.

      The grave to my left was old, green growth beginning to creep over its stone base and up. If it wasn’t for the oppressive heat prickling my skin and the ache in my head and jaw, it would have been surprisingly comforting, cocooned safely between the stones rising up above me. It was tempting to stay here, to just lay down and hope that my memory came back, but there was a shivery sensation that kept moving over me, like I was feverish despite my sun-reddened skin being cold. I propped myself up on my elbows and swallowed heavily when the pain that was radiating throughout my body increased. I needed to take stock of what I did know so that I wouldn’t panic about what I didn’t.

      I was wearing plain blue skinny jeans that stretched tight over thighs that curved impressively, the waistband uncomfortably tight around the soft roundness of my stomach. A red vest top covered my top half and breasts that looked barely constrained threatened to spill over the top the longer my breaths heaved. They were clearly casual clothes, I wasn’t dressed for school or for partying—in other words, there were no clues here.

      The next wave of pain made me double over and I staggered forward a step without registering that I had even stood up. I careened into the tombstone to my left, rebounding to the one on my right as the pain tugged me forward and I blindly followed, shuddering when the pain eased so suddenly that I straightened in confusion. I wiped absently at my neck and then paused when I caught sight of my skin. Colourful, sweeping designs covered each of my arms down to my hands, partially obscuring my paleness. Tattoos. Roses and birds and berries and daggers, all looped together with impressive shading and pops of colour that curled effortlessly around my forearms and biceps. But nothing that helpfully said, oh, I don’t know, my name? But then again, why would you get your own name inked onto your skin?

      I lowered my arms as I scowled at the hot sun, shining cheerfully as I looked in both directions surrounding me. It was like I’d crawled out of a grave, slap bang in a cemetery in the middle of nowhere, but I couldn't see anything on the floor where I’d awakened to indicate how I’d arrived. Aside from the wind in the trees and a cricket buzzing somewhere close by, I couldn’t hear or see any signs of civilisation. Was I drunk? Or on something? Was this just a seriously intense trip?

      Another pulse of pain spiked through me and I hissed as I moved forwards, anything to make the unbearable ache ease. Someone was fucking with me. My hands curled into themselves, fingers digging into my palms with a strength I hadn’t known I possessed as I gazed out over the headstones. I followed my gut like it was a compass, and took another step forward. The pain eased further and I took another, surer, step. Someone was fucking with me, and I was going to find out why.

      A breeze kicked up and I tensed. Nothing had changed, yet I had a strong feeling that I was no longer alone.

      “You must be hungry,” a voice said from right beside my ear and I spun with a curse. A snicker sounded from my other side and I whirled again, the world tilting oddly like my centre of gravity had changed. That’s when the scent hit me.

      I saw it before I saw him.

      Blood. Thick and dark. Fresh. Sliding slowly down a stark white palm and I moved forwards a step before I even registered making the decision. The stranger smirked, waving his hand like it was a treat and I was a dog, grinning wider when I followed it with my eyes. I swallowed and my tongue felt thick in my mouth, like I hadn’t had a drink in months.

      “Who are you? Did you do this to me?” I rasped, eyes never leaving the red spill that inched further down his forearm.

      “I didn’t do a thing—except watch over you until you woke up, I suppose. It was my turn to do the retrieval” I finally dragged my eyes upwards and frowned at the man standing in front of me. It hadn’t escaped my notice that he’d neglected to explain who he was. Though perhaps man might have been a bit of a stretch. He looked maybe twenty and was made up of sharp angles. His jaw, his cheekbones—if not for the sharp blue clarity of his long-lashed eyes and blond hair, he would have been unattractive. Like a piece of artwork that was stunning in fragments and beautifully odd when knit together. The stranger cocked a smile at me and I stilled at the sight of the curling fangs that seemed to wink at me playfully. “I guess you could say I’m your guardian angel.”

      I couldn’t hold back a laugh and it burst out of me with a startling force that made the newcomer blink and then run a hand over the short buzzed side of his head. If this man had been sent from anywhere, it was hell. His cold beauty and unnatural stillness told me that much, at least.

      “You were awoken too early,” he said in a bored tone, as if I was supposed to understand what that meant. “I know it can be confusing at first, but your memories will come back. If you come with me, I’ll explain it all.”

      I frowned disbelievingly. I may have been stuck in the middle of nowhere without knowing so much as my own name, but that didn’t mean I was going to follow a strange person off into the wilderness to be murdered.

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      He snorted. “Oh yeah? And what about this?” He clenched his fist and more blood streaked down his hand, coating his fingers, and I moved forward shakily as an unbearable ache began in my jaw once more. “I think you’re hungry. I think you need me. If you follow me, if you follow that annoying pull,” he winked at my shocked look, “I promise everything will make sense.” He waved his hand airily as the breeze shifted and the full scent of his blood hit me. I expected it to smell metallic, heavy, but instead it was light, like honey and vanilla.

      A soft gasp brought me back to myself and I stumbled away, shocked, as his finger slipped out of my mouth, now free of blood. His blue eyes were still wide but something about the way he bit his lip made my senses stand to attention, like his blood had awoken something in me. A ragged breath left him and I realised my right hand was still clasped around his elbow, like I was going to restrain him… or pull him closer.

      “You can trust me,” he said in a low voice and everything in me ached to believe him, which was the exact reason I took another step back, letting his arm fall away from my grip. Who knew what I was feeling, or why, right now? I certainly couldn’t trust some random, bloody stranger who’d approached me in the middle of nowhere and claimed to have all the answers I sought. Maybe we’d escaped from a hospital together or something—none of this made any sense.

      The stranger turned his back to me, wiping his arm off on the hem of the dark distressed jumper he was wearing. “Do you want answers or not?” he called when I stayed where I was before I shuffled back several steps.

      The pain in my stomach was building the further away I moved, and I cursed as it grew unbearable again, faster than before, so I began to stomp after him, the pain dulling with every inch forward.

      “Good,” he said, “good.”

      I wasn’t sure yet whether or not I agreed with his assessment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We seemed to cover the open ground surprisingly quickly, though I had no idea how the blond stranger knew where to go. He seemed to walk without direction and appeared unbothered by the sunlight that continued to make me cranky. It wasn’t pain exactly, just discomfort. Like seams rubbing on a fresh sunburn. The agony in my gut had faded to a dull ache the longer we walked, so I at least knew that the stranger was taking me in the right direction—as far as my body could tell. The absence of the pain would have been good, except it meant that my attention settled instead on the gnawing burn in my throat and my growing irritation toward the stranger.

      We’d left the cemetery behind and made our way across dry grass that rose higher as we moved further in, until eventually it reached my waist and the stranger’s hips.

      “Do you have a name?” I asked, finally breaking the silence and he glanced back at me with a look of intrigue that instantly made me wish I could snatch the words back out of the air.

      “I do.”

      Okay, then. “Do I have a name?”

      He paused in between strides, a hesitation so slight I didn’t know how I’d caught it. “You do.”

      “I suppose telling me would be too much to ask.”

      “It would,” he said but I could hear the smirk in his voice and I could practically feel my blood pressure rising in response. Who was this arsehole? Why was I still traipsing after him in this fucking field? It was so noisy I could barely hear myself think, the bugs practically screamed at me and the long stalks slid across each other with a ceaseless dry rustle that was maddening. I had the urge to cup it in my palms and rip it from the ground as we moved, just to make everything shut. The fuck. Up. “Come on,” he said without glancing back, and I scowled. He’d done that a lot so far, somehow knowing when I’d stopped moving or when I was hesitating without even turning around.

      I grunted in response and hoped it accurately conveyed the meaning of fuck off and die. But I started moving again. Whatever had happened to me… whoever had done this… it was possible he could get me answers. He certainly seemed to know more than I did right then, anyway.

      I wasn’t sure if I was a violent person, but considering the rage I currently harboured, smouldering hotter the longer we walked, my suspicions were veering onto the side of ‘yes’.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere safe.”

      I tried to keep my tone pleasant and largely failed. “Safe from what?”

      He stopped, considering my words with a gleam in his eye that made me tense as he turned to me. “From you.”

      What the hell was that supposed to mean? He smirked like my confusion was palpable and I closed my eyes, letting out a sharp breath through my nose.

      His footsteps crunched on the dry grass as he continued walking and, after a second of staring at his retreating form, I followed.

      A gleam up ahead made me squint as sunlight broke into refracted rainbows that made my head ache and eyes blur. A lake. There was barely a path around the outside but the stranger continued marching in that direction and I stumbled along after him, cursing the heavy combat boots that, though comfortably worn in, kept catching in the long grass.

      “You said you were sent for me. By who? And why you?”

      His heavy sigh made my teeth grind as he spun abruptly around, the amusement falling from his face as he stepped closer to me. “You ask too many questions.”

      “Maybe if you answered some of them I wouldn’t keep thinking of more.” I scowled and was pleased that he was the one left looking annoyed this time.

      “It was my turn.”

      His turn? I opened my mouth and he turned away, resuming his walk at an increased speed that forced me to quickly follow.

      The sun felt like it was getting hotter as we walked and I groaned, my tongue feeling too big for my mouth. I was just so damn thirsty.

      I squinted at the blond head walking in front of me. I couldn’t remember why I was following him, only that I had to, but right then it didn’t matter. “Hey. I don’t know who you are, or what’s going on here, but I need water. My throat is on fire.”

      He didn’t stop moving and my vision blurred as I stumbled after him. “Hey! I said⁠—”

      “I heard you the first time,” he said, voice casual and I frowned.

      “Who are you?” I rasped and his footsteps didn’t falter. “Did you do this to me?” There was a stutter in the rhythm of his feet, like he was listening to me, before he resumed his pace. “Do you have a name?” I let the tug in my stomach continue pulling me after him, my head feeling stuffy like static-filled cotton wool. “Do I?”

      He shot me a look and the strangest feeling of deja vu hit me. Where were we going? Why was I following him? My throat hurt too much to ask, so I continued in his footsteps instead, hoping this wasn’t a mistake.

      A low thud-thud joined the cacophony of buzzes and chirps and I groaned, covering my ears with my hands. What the fuck was that? Some bastards dragged bongos out to the lake to swim and vibe with the earth? It was like the universe was conspiring against me, the drums beating hard behind my closed eyelids until eventually I couldn’t separate it from my own pulse that seemed too quiet in comparison.

      My own breathing was loud and I pressed my hands against my ears harder, the sensations washing over me in a confusing jumble that made me want to scream. But then another sound reached me. An odd gurgling, like bubbles in a can fizzing and popping and then whooshing like a great breath of air that was exhaled in one go⁠—

      I opened my eyes, finding the lake ahead instantly. There. Barely visible in the water. I didn’t have time to question how I could see her, or that the drumming I’d heard seemed to be coming from her direction and was growing rapidly fainter. I just moved.

      The water was cold as I dove, cooling my feverish skin that had begun to turn a light pink under the harsh sun. The water smelled like the air, fresh and clean, and like dirt. But overlaying it all was the girl whose fingertips reached desperately for the surface, finding nothing to cling to and curling limply back down.

      I swam across the lake faster than I would have believed possible, but it’s said that adrenaline can make the human body capable of so many things. I reached her in seconds, mere breaths, and when my head pushed beneath the surface, her eyes were already fluttering closed.

      Her fingers were too thin in my hand, her pale arms too fragile in my grip. Her blonde hair floated around her, catching the light until the sunshine made it look silver. Green eyes snapped open and then rolled as I pushed us up towards the surface, snapping the reeds that had tried to entangle us as easily as swiping away a cobweb.

      The air seemed cooler and the world was noisier than ever compared to the relative quiet beneath the water, but the girl was still in my arms.

      The stranger stood on the bank closest to us, watching impassively with his arms crossed as I dragged her out and shot him a glare. “Thanks so much for your help.”

      He said nothing, which was becoming pretty standard for him, and I scowled harder in response before thumping the girl’s back once, twice, and breathing a sigh of relief when she expelled a fuck-ton of water. The drumming started up again and the sun warmed our bones and the insects screamed at me until I wanted to dive back under. To slip away and never resurface. Maybe I would have, if not for the graze on her knee. Or the scrape on her arm. Worst of all was probably the slice on her neck where one of the reeds had wrapped around her, keeping her in what would have been a watery grave. Then all I could see was red, and my jaw felt like it would shatter, and my hands turned to claws on her shoulders, her green eyes flicking open and her mouth rounding in terror as I sank my teeth deeply into her neck.

      “Leonora, no!”

      The words were muffled, unimportant. Heat cascaded into me like it could wash away my aggravation, my worries, and I let it, moaning deeply as the world seemed to pause before I realised the overwhelming noise had simply hushed. My throat moved as I took the warmth in and my tongue laved the skin as I pulled back, smiling at the girl who’d made the world quiet again.

      But something was wrong. Her skin, already pale, was practically translucent and the blue of her veins stood out sharply. Her chest didn’t rise.

      I stumbled back and felt a warm hand grasp my shoulder. The stranger. His eyes flicked once to the girl before he sighed.

      “It’s okay. I’ll take care of it.”

      Take care of it? What did that mean? What was there to take care of? The stranger moved away from me and slid his arms beneath a girl, easing her up from the ground like she weighed nothing but the muscles in his forearms tensed as he cradled her and waded back into the water.

      I was too shocked to speak, to ask what he was doing, until, abruptly, he let the girl go and I slipped forward a step in the slick mud we’d stirred up.

      “What are you doing?” I pushed forwards, the water slapping at my calves as I splashed into the lake in loud stomps that rattled my teeth. “No, no. I-I just pulled her out. Didn’t I? Didn’t I pull her out? What are you doing?”

      “Taking care of your mess,” he snapped and his eyes seemed colder than ever as he grabbed me around the shoulders and pushed me back onto the bank.

      “What did you do? What did you do to me!” My hands started to shake and I tugged restlessly at the ends of my hair as I watched the water ripple, a few bubbles escaping towards the surface as the girl sank once more. “I need to get her out. I’ve got to get her⁠—”

      “She’s gone. Leave her be.” His hand thunked down on my shoulder and I screamed with rage, slamming my hands backward and into his chest.

      “What do you mean she’s gone? I saved her! She was drowning and I saved her. I⁠—”

      “You killed her,” he said, raising his arms as he got to his feet slowly. A muscle in his jaw ticked as he brushed grass off his front and pushed his hair back out of his eyes. “You ripped out her throat.”

      “No, no…”

      “Yes. You sank in your fangs and drank her dry.”

      “No.”

      “Leonora—“

      “That is not my name.”

      “How would you know?” he shot back and I moaned, digging my palms into my eyes.

      No, he had to be wrong. I hadn’t killed that girl. I’d saved her. I’d saved her.

      “You killed her,” he said and then shrugged. “It’s okay, everyone has their first.”

      I screamed, rage bursting through me as I picked him up by his throat, raising him into the air and squeezing so hard his delicate face turned pink before I slammed him back down as the grass greyed beneath my feet. “What did you do to me? What did you do? I don’t want to be a monster. I don’t want to be like you!”

      His eyes were wide as I stood over him, wrath making my limbs tremble and my anger seemed a living thing, rumbling loudly inside me, demanding I take him, sink in my fangs and⁠—

      No. No, no, no. I didn’t have fangs. I didn’t want to kill people. I dropped to my knees and my face tipped to the sky as the previously sunny day gave way to rain that dripped onto my face as if to cleanse me.

      I’d killed the girl. I saved her, and then I killed her.

      “I’m sorry,” the stranger said and I blinked up at him dully, confusion swirling through me. His pale skin seemed to glow against the sudden darkness of the thunder-struck sky, lightning flashing until he seemed like some avenging god ready to cast me down for my sins. “It’s better this way. Should have just done this from the beginning,” he muttered and I couldn’t make sense of the words. “I promise you won’t feel a thing.”

      Reason seemed to war with my senses as he moved closer, until instinct made my muscles clench and as he snapped out his hands towards my head, I dove for his throat.
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